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ABSTRACT 
A DESCRIPTION OF GAY/STRAIGHT ALLIANCES IN THE 
PUBLIC SCHOOLS OF MASSACHUSETTS 
JANICE E. DOPPLER, B.S., WEST CHESTER STATE COLLEGE 
M.Ed., WEST CHESTER STATE COLLEGE 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by : Professor Patricia S. Griffin 
The purpose of this study was to describe the functions and structures 
within gay/straight alliances (GSAs) in the public schools of Massachusetts. Six 
questions guided this study: (a) What are the roots of GSAs? (b) What are the 
purposes of GSAs? (c) How are GSAs structured? (d) What are the outcomes 
of GSAs? (e) what are the strengths of GSAs? (f) What are the challenges 
faced by GSAs? Participants in this study were selected from two groups: 
current and former Safe Schools for Gay and Lesbian Students Program 
(SSGLSP) staff members at the Massachusetts Department of Education, Gay 
Lesbian and Straight Education Network, and Governor’s Commission on Gay 
and Lesbian Youth were interviewed and advisors of GSAs active in 
Massachusetts at the start of the 1998/99 school year were asked to complete 
surveys. 
The purposes of the SSGLSP are to provide support and safety for 
lesbian and gay students. GSAs fulfill the purposes of the SSGLSP by 
providing opportunities for support, social interaction, and education. Study 
participants perceived the outcomes of GSAs to be replacing silence with 
IV 
visibility, replacing isolation with connection, making known the presence of 
lesbian and gay students in schools, providing opportunities for positive risk 
taking, challenging norms of silence, and contributing to a new vision for 
schools. 
Perceived strengths of the GSA model are conceptualizing GSAs as 
support groups, including lesbian and gay and straight students in the support 
group, providing institutional support, encouraging students to speak out about 
issues facing lesbian and gay students, and taking action at the right time. 
Advisors perceived the strengths of GSAs to be the personal qualities of student 
members, consistency of meeting times, and the ability to persevere in spite of 
opposition. 
Governor's Commission and Department of Education personnel 
perceived the challenges faced by GSAs to be dealing with fear, meeting the 
needs of lesbian and gay students along with heterosexual students, balancing 
competing priorities, and meeting the needs of underserved groups. Advisors 
named three logistical challenges facing GSAs: maintaining or increasing GSA 
membership, finding a convenient meeting time, and inconsistent meeting 
attendance. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this study was to describe the functions and structures 
within gay/straight alliances (GSAs) in the public schools of Massachusetts. 
The strengths and challenges facing GSAs will also be described. 
Addressing the needs of lesbian and gay students in schools is 
embedded in a broader social conflict about homosexuality. Since the 
Stonewall Riot in the late 1960s, society has been increasingly challenged to 
shift attitudes and behaviors related to the homosexual citizens of this country. 
Tensions related to the shift have ignited a nationwide struggle over issues 
such as gays in the military, legalizing marriages of same-sex couples, and 
ending discrimination in the areas of employment and housing on the basis of 
sexual orientation (Baird & Baird, 1995; Dudley, 1993). One of the most heated 
areas of conflict is the struggle over addressing lesbian and gay issues in 
schools (Irvine, 1997). 
Schools are especially sensitive centers of controversy where liberal and 
conservative forces clash over whether or how to address lesbian and gay 
issues in schools. The safety needs and human rights of lesbian and gay 
students are at the center of this school-based cultural struggle. The two 
factions are in conflict because they derive contradictory meanings from 
powerful cultural norms and institutional structures which permeate almost 
every aspect of life in today’s United States. In general, conservatives believe 
extending civil and human rights to lesbians and gays will destroy the country’s 
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moral fabric while liberals believe extending those rights is an ethical 
imperative. 
More specifically, conservatives believe schools should maintain the 
status quo in which lesbian and gay students are invisible and the issues they 
face are not addressed. Historically, schools provide little formal curriculum on 
lesbian and gay-related topics and textbooks rarely mention homosexuality 
except in negative terms (Walling, 1993; Robinson, 1994). The acceptance of 
homophobic language in schools and the maintenance of silence about lesbian 
or gay students (Rogers, 1994) are part of an informal, hidden curriculum that 
implicitly teaches that homosexuality is not acceptable. In this climate, 
harassment of lesbian and gay students, or those assumed to be, is rarely 
addressed. Moreover, many teachers who would respond strongly to stop 
racial slurs turn the other way when they hear homophobic slurs. 
Pressure to maintain the status quo is heightened because public 
schools tend to avoid controversial issues, especially if related to any aspect of 
sexuality (Rofes, 1989). As a result, school administrators often fear that 
conservative community members will view schools as “promoting 
homosexuality” (Athanases, 1996) if they openly address lesbian and gay 
issues (Robinson, 1994 120; Walling, 1993). This fear enables schools to 
ignore the existence of lesbian and gay youth and the struggles they face in 
schools. 
On the other hand, liberals believe it is difficult for lesbian and gay teens 
to succeed in a school environment that perpetuates norms of silence about 
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homosexuality and in which lesbian and gay students are expected to remain 
invisible. That belief, linked with a belief in the responsibility of schools to 
provide all students with an equal opportunity to learn the intellectual, 
emotional, and social skills needed for adulthood, leads liberals to the 
conclusion that public schools must address the safety needs and human rights 
of lesbian and gay students. 
Pressure for schools to move beyond the status quo toward addressing 
the needs of lesbian and gay students comes from two fronts. First, a 
generation of lesbian and gay adolescents is bursting out of the closets quietly 
inhabited by earlier generations. Many lesbian and gay adolescents who are 
“out” at school are challenging anti-gay prejudice and calling for inclusion of 
lesbian and gay curriculum (Berstein & Silberman, 1996). Second, a growing 
body of literature about the needs and experiences of lesbian and gay youth 
and how they are burdened by silence, harassment, violence, and isolation 
supports the voices of these youth. 
A. School-Based Response to Lesbian and Gay Students 
There are several new areas of support for addressing the needs of 
lesbian and gay students. Laws protecting lesbian and gay youth from 
discrimination in schools have been enacted in Wisconsin, Connecticut, 
California, and Massachusetts. Moreover, students are beginning to 
successfully challenge harassment in school by suing schools for not protecting 
their right to safety. Some national educational organizations encourage local 
school districts to address lesbian and gay issues. The National Education 
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Association passed a resolution on student sexual orientation on July 7, 1988 at 
its convention in New Orleans. The resolution stated 
The National Education Association believes that all persons, regardless 
of sexual orientation should be afforded equal opportunity within the 
public education system. The Association further believes that every 
school district should provide counseling for students who are struggling 
with their sexual/gender orientation (Unnumbered page) (1991) Project 
10. 
A non-profit organization, the Gay Lesbian and Straight Education Network 
(GLSEN) with chapters all over the nation through which members advocate for 
the needs of lesbian and gay youth in schools, has become a national force in 
advocating safety for lesbian and gay students in schools. 
In 1993, the first statewide school-based effort, the Safe Schools for Gay 
and Lesbian Students Program (SSGLSP) was initiated in Massachusetts 
through a collaboration between the state Department of Education and the 
Governor’s Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth (Youth, 1993). 
Gay/straight alliances (GSAs), defined as school-based peer support groups for 
lesbian and gay students and their allies, have become the cornerstone 
component of the SSGLSP (Youth, 1996). 
The popularity of the GSAs has grown rapidly. Thirty-five GSAs were 
formed during the first year (Cohen & Gant, 1996) of the SSGLSP. Within 
seven years, the number of gay/straight alliances in public schools grew to over 
a hundred and sixty (Gardella & LeMay, 1999) and continues to climb. The 
number of GSAs across the nation is also expanding rapidly. Through the 
Student Pride Project initiated by Gay Lesbian and Straight Education Network 
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(GLSEN), four hundred school-based GSAs are active in thirty-seven states and 
the number of GSAs in the Project tripled in one year from June 1998 to June 
1999 (Jennings, 1999). 
Despite the popularity of GSAs, there is little systematic information about 
them. A review of current literature yielded little research about GSAs. A 
search of dissertation abstracts revealed no research about the functions or 
structures in GSAs. An essay by Blumenfeld (1995) describes GSAs as a site 
for “transforming pain into pride”, but the essay simply describes one GSA. 
Another article describes how one of the first GSAs was formed (Boutilier, 
1993). Anecdotal information about the experiences of lesbian or gay students 
in GSAs was briefly described by Due (1995) and Jennings (1994). Given the 
rapid proliferation of GSAs, research on their structure, function, and 
effectiveness can provide educators with data-based information to better guide 
decision-making and planning. 
B. Significance of the Research 
The proposed study is significant for three reasons. First, it can provide 
systematic information about GSAs not presently available. Second, it will 
examine the relationship between the intended and actual outcomes of GSAs in 
public schools. Third, it will provide information on the effectiveness of mixed 
support/coalition groups. 
This study will provide systematic information in the form of an in-depth, 
research-based description of GSAs. This information can serve as a 
foundation for guiding policy and practice. The Massachusetts Department of 
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Education materials do not clearly define the purposes for GSAs. During the 
first six years of the SSGLSP this lack of explicit definition has proven useful in 
enabling the development of GSAs tailored to the needs of each school’s 
unique environment. For the future, however, an in-depth, systematic 
description of GSAs can be useful as a platform from which to create improved 
policy and practice. This description can also provide information useful in 
responding to the appropriateness of school-based support groups for lesbian, 
gay, and heterosexual students. 
Examination of the relationship between the intended and actual 
outcomes of GSAs in public schools is significant because embedded in the 
intended outcomes for GSAs is the assumption that GSAs are good for lesbian 
and gay students and their heterosexual allies. Based on assumptions that the 
presence of GSAs can make schools safe for lesbian and gay students, the 
model for GSAs that originated in the SSGLSP in Massachusetts is being 
replicated all over the United States. However, to date, there is no systematic 
documentation of the actual outcomes of the GSA model. 
Additionally, this study can provide information on the effectiveness of a 
unique support group model that integrates providing support to lesbian and 
gay students with acting in coalition across sexual identity groups. Because 
social change can be effectively accomplished through coalitions of people 
joining together across social identity groups, students of different sexual 
orientations working in coalition on lesbian and gay issues is a powerful 
strength of GSAs. Yet, embedded within the strength of working in coalition is 
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the challenge of balancing the differing needs of lesbian and gay youth and 
heterosexual youth as well as acknowledging and validating differences among 
lesbian and gay youth. 
This study will address the following research questions: (a) What are 
the roots of GSAs? (b) What are the purposes of GSAs? (c) How are GSAs 
structured? (d) What are the outcomes of GSAs? (e) What are the strengths of 
GSAs? (f) What are the challenges faced by GSAs? 
In the next chapter three streams of literature that form the conceptual 
framework for this study are described. The streams of literature deal with the 
adolescent development needs of lesbian and gay youth, school-based 
programs for lesbian and gay students, and support groups. The methodology 
utilized in this study is described in the third chapter. The research questions 
are addressed in the fourth and fifth chapters. 
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CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
Three streams of literature comprise the conceptual underpinning for 
examining the structure and function of school-based gay/straight alliances 
(GSAs). One stream describes the identity development of lesbian and gay 
youth. A second stream describes the programs and strategies currently being 
offered for lesbian and gay students in schools. A third stream describes the 
literature on support groups. Since little research has been published about 
GSAs I will describe the general literature about support groups. 
A. Identity Development of Lesbian and Gay Youth 
In this section the stream of literature about lesbian and gay identity 
development will be described. First, the themes in models of lesbian and gay 
identity development models will be described. Then, the literature about 
identity development for lesbian and gay youth will be described. 
1. Lesbian and Gav Identity Development Models 
Troiden (1989) and Cass (1979) each proposed a model for lesbians 
and gay identity development that is frequently quoted in the literature. 
Troiden’s model proposes that as an individual moves through the identity 
stages a shift occurs from self-perceptions that are dissonant with perceptions of 
homosexuality to self-perceptions that are consistent with gay identity. Cass’s 
model (Cass, 1979) weaves social and psychological factors into stages that 
involve cognitive, emotional and behavioral changes which occur in response 
to interpersonal or intrapersonal incongruities which demand a shift to end the 
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discomfort. Cass’ model is grounded in interpersonal congruency theory which 
states that behavioral patterns will remain the same if an individual’s perception 
of self and personal behavior are congruent with the ways she or he is 
perceived by others. 
The two models have several similarities: (a) Progression through a 
series of developmental stages is a key feature of both models, (b) Each 
describes movement from identity confusion to a state of acceptance of a 
lesbian or gay identity, (c) Learning to tolerate, and finally accept, a 
stigmatized sexual identity are common themes in both models. 
There are differences between the two models. Troiden’s model can be 
considered to be a unifying overview of models proposed by several 
researchers. The model by Cass is an original model grounded on years of 
clinical work with homosexuals and later tested for validity. The models also 
differ in the way the stages are described. Troiden describes sensitization, a 
stage not named by Cass. Sensitization is often perceived as feeling “different’ 
or feeling marginalized because of interests and/or behaviors which don’t 
conform to usual gender role expectations. Cass describes a more detailed 
series of stages for moving beyond the stage of identity confusion. 
The models share the common assumptions: (a) Each stage must be 
mastered before progressing to the next, (b) the model is applicable to all 
homosexuals regardless of gender, age, or race, (c) Sexual identity is an 
essential, permanent part of the nature of each individual rather than a fluid, 
socially-constructed one, and (d) Identity is acquired through a developmental 
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process in which interaction between an individual and the environment leads 
to change. 
For three reasons, it is not clear whether the models developed by 
Troiden and Cass are applicable to the youth of today. First, these are 
retrospective studies conducted with adults looking back upon their lives. 
Retrospective studies are complicated because the meaning attached to 
memories is constructed well after actual events. Second, the adults studied by 
Troiden and Cass grew up in a more closeted time with stronger stereotypes 
than the youth who are coming out today. Third, youth today are coming out at 
a younger age than the adults in retrospective studies. In the early 1970’s the 
average age of coming out was twenty-two for males and twenty-five for 
females. In 1990’s lesbians and gays are coming out in middle and late teens 
(Herdt & Boxer, 1993, p. 6). Fourth, the relevance of Troiden’s and Cass’ model 
for youth of color is unclear. 
Researchers are beginning to publish reports of work conducted with 
today’s youth about their current experience. The work tends to focus either on 
the struggle to deal with challenges imposed externally by society or the 
process of coming out as a lesbian or gay youth. 
2. Identity Development of Lesbian and Gav Youth 
Adolescence is a time of biological, social, emotional, and intellectual 
development “unparalleled” in any other period of life (Cates, 1987). Erikson 
(1963) explains that rapid physical growth coupled with genital maturity creates 
tension to integrate a multitude of changes. That tension coupled with an 
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awareness of the approaching responsibilities of adulthood result in a search 
for personal identity. The main developmental task of adolescence, according 
to Erikson, is forming a personal identity while avoiding entrapment in a state of 
identity confusion. Erikson explains that this requires reconciling “what they 
appear to be in the eyes of others as compared with what they feel they are” 
(Erikson, 1963, p. 261). Erikson states that to complete the search for personal 
identity adolescents need and seek out understanding of self, affirmation by 
peers, and confirmation through rituals. The major difficulty of this 
developmental stage, says Erikson, is avoiding entrapment in a state of identity 
confusion. 
For lesbian and gay youths the search for personal identity is particularly 
difficult for three reasons. First, isolation due to being a member of a group 
stigmatized by society forms a barrier that must be overcome during the search 
for personal identity (Dempsey, 1994). Second, moving through a period of 
identity confusion is part of the process of developing a lesbian or gay identity 
(Cass, 1979; Troiden, 1989). Third, lesbian and gay youth must complete 
developmental tasks that are more complex than those required of their 
heterosexual peers because of the processes of overcoming isolation and 
claiming a stigmatized identity (Cates, 1987; Dempsey, 1994; Malyon, 1981; 
Savin-Williams, 1995). In the following sections the three areas of difficulty for 
lesbian and gay students will be described. 
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a. Isolation 
Dempsey (1994) identifies three types of isolation faced by lesbian and 
gay youth. Social isolation results from the stigma of homosexuality which limits 
avenues for social interaction. There are few opportunities to develop 
relationships with lesbian or gay peers so the sexual aspect of life becomes 
fragmented from the rest of life. Emotional isolation can result from feeling that 
there is no one else like them and from the societal belief that no one can love 
them because they are sick, evil, or deviant. Cognitive isolation results from 
limited availability of accurate information and negative misconceptions about 
homosexuality, stereotypes used to “justify” homophobia, and the pervasive 
silence about homosexuality. Overcoming the effects of cognitive isolation by 
unlearning erroneous information (Herdt & Boxer, 1993) is part of forming a 
healthy personal identity. Stereotypes about lesbians and gays must be 
unlearned: (a) people can be “taught” sexual desires, (b) homosexuals have 
uncontrollable sexual desires, and (c) homosexuals prefer sex with young 
people. 
Since this time in history is one marked by greater presence of lesbian 
and gay issues in public discourse one might conclude that isolation is less a 
problem for today’s youth. However, current descriptions of the experience of 
lesbian and gay students does not support that conclusion. Two such 
resources describe how isolation is a significant part of life for today’s lesbian 
and gay youth. 
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Two Teenagers in Twenty edited by Heron (1994) is a compilation of 
stories told by teens through letters they wrote to Heron. Most of the stories tell 
of the difficulties of being lesbian or gay and how being surrounded by loving 
people makes a huge difference to youth coming to terms with a lesbian or gay 
identity. The book is a sequel to One Teenager in Ten, released eleven years 
earlier. Heron notes that letters received for her second book have a stronger 
sense of isolation and despair than those received from teens for her first book. 
She also notes that more teens are talking about suicide now than a decade 
ago. 
In another resource, Joining the Tribe, Due (1995) identified four 
isolated-related themes running through interviews she conducted with lesbian 
and gay teens and youth workers: (a) Dealing with issues of coming out 
“demands an enormous amount of energy that might otherwise be directed 
toward school or friends. That the adjustment is carried on internally (usually in 
utter secrecy) and without the familial or cultural supports that provide a bulwark 
against racial, ethnic, or religious discrimination suggests teens are 
emotionally isolated, (b) Lesbian and gay youth are socially isolated. The older 
gay community from which role models could emerge rarely reaches out. Many 
youth regard the older gay community as incomprehensible or a frightening 
world they’d rather not think about, (c) Cognitive isolation is evident in that 
lesbian and gay teens learn about homosexuality through a culture grounded in 
a heterosexist reality. Much of what they think they know is derived from 
stereotypes, jokes, and misinformation from the mainstream media, (d) Being 
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targeted for gay bashing at school is the result of being unable or unwilling to 
conform to one’s gender role rather than sexual orientation, 
b. Identity Development Process for Lesbian and Gay Youth 
The task of forming a personal identity is particularly complicated for 
lesbian or gay youth since reconciling internal perceptions of self with being a 
member of a group disparaged by society (Gonsiorek, 1995) can be quite 
difficult. The extent of the difficulty is captured in Savin-Williams’ statement that 
“because a primary developmental task of adolescence is the consolidation of 
personal identity, the growing awareness of homoerotic desires during this time, 
along with the knowledge that these feelings are condemned by others, may 
lead to considerable intrapsychic conflict and anxiety” (Savin-Williams, 1990, p. 
174). 
Savin-Williams (1995) identifies recognizing a lesbian or gay identity as 
a fundamental dilemma for lesbian and gay youth. The dilemma of recognizing 
a lesbian or gay identity brings an individual into a state of identity confusion 
(Cass, 1979; Troiden, 1989). Troiden and Cass state that to move beyond this 
state the individual must move through the long, complex process of identity 
development. 
O'Shea (1999) found that today’s young lesbian and gay adults express 
identity narratives that are very similar to the models by Troiden and Cass. She 
interviewed twenty-six lesbians and gays aged 18-30 about their process of 
growing up. All respondents expressed a common identity development 
narrative that included coming to awareness of a lesbian or gay identity, moving 
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through a period of silence about the identity, learning to express the identity, 
integrating their sexual identity with other aspects of the self, and refining that 
identity over time. Although all expressed a common narrative, a wide range of 
experiences occurred during the identity development process. These 
experiences, some positive, some negative, were influenced by mainstream 
culture as filtered through individuals and social environments. 
O’Shea’s study, although conducted with a very small sample, supports 
the developmental stages described by Troiden and Cass. One difference in 
the identity development process for the current generation of lesbian and gay 
adolescents is that they are finding their way into a supportive, welcoming 
community of peers at an earlier age than previous generations. The process 
and general tasks, however are similar. 
Herdt and Boxer (1993) conducted a study in which they gathered data 
from 202 lesbian and gay youth who participate in the Children of the Horizons 
program, an out-of-school group for lesbian and gay youth in Chicago. Teens, 
both female and male, attending the Children of the Horizons program tended 
to move through identify development stages which began with an awareness 
as early as age five of being different from their peers. First recognition of 
same-sex desire occurred at an average age of nine years old and was usually 
accompanied by an awareness of having a nature that is unusual or unique but 
should be kept secret. Teens attempted to find other lesbians or gays and 
eventually joined a group. Joining a group was often accompanied by terror 
about what parents and friends would think or what older lesbians or gays 
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would do to them. Joining a youth group marked passage from isolation to 
support in a community where secrets were shared, shame was dropped, and 
new relationships were forged. 
Herdt and Boxer reported several benefits of successfully negotiating the 
coming out portion of the identity formation process. Youth tend to experience 
an increase in self-esteem probably because self-acceptance is inherent in the 
process. Most youth easily formed positive relationships as part of the process. 
In their study of youth at Children of the Horizon Herdt and Boxer learned that 
the risk of suicide decreases significantly once an accepting peer group of 
lesbians and gays is found and that suicide and poor social interactions are 
usually associated with not having a strong peer group (Herdt & Boxer, 1993). 
Savin-Williams (1990) explored self-worth and the degree to which an 
individual is “out” to self and others in a six year long longitudinal study of 317 
lesbian and gay youth aged 12-18. One of his fundamental findings was that 
expressing sexual identity is an important component of psychological health. 
During a review of the literature, Savin-Williams analyzed eighteen studies 
comparing adult lesbians and heterosexual women. About half of the studies 
showed no difference in self-esteem; the other half showed that lesbians have 
higher levels of self esteem. He analyzed thirty studies comparing gay and 
straight men - seventeen showed no difference, in six studies gays evidenced 
lower self-esteem, in four studies gays had higher levels, and in three studies 
researchers couldn’t identify whether there were differences. It was clear 
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overall that many gay men felt alienated from homophobic society, but their self¬ 
esteem was still good. 
These results parallel the results in Savin-Williams’ studies of lesbian 
and gay youth. Youth in Savin-Williams’ study maintained a relatively stable 
level of self-esteem during this reputedly traumatic time in the life course. 
Although Savin-Williams’ work showed that lesbian and gay youth are much 
more emotionally healthy than previous suicide studies indicate, youth do face 
some challenges. He found that personal desires coupled with social 
disapproval of homosexuality triggers internal conflict which may be expressed 
through behavioral problems - poor behavior at school, substance abuse, 
suicide attempts, and isolation. Savin-Williams suggests that because of the 
internal conflict between personal desires and societal disapproval and 
because of the harassment and discrimination they face, lesbian and gay youth 
need access to intervention and support programs. 
In the next section the developmental tasks required of lesbian and gay 
youth will be described. The additional tasks are required because of the 
effects of isolation and the tasks inherent in the identity development process, 
c. Developmental Tasks for Lesbian and Gay Youth 
Understanding the emotional and physical changes which occur during 
adolescence is more complex for lesbian and gay youth because they are 
bombarded with the message that being lesbian or gay is undesirable. It is 
exceedingly difficult to integrate changes which place an individual on the 
margins of society. Youth who choose to remain in the closet must monitor their 
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actions and conversations to avoid discovery of their sexual identity (Dempsey, 
1994). Monitoring forces young people to hold back on the emerging self rather 
than experimenting with how the changes manifest in daily life. 
i. Seeking Understanding of Self Herdt and Boxer (1993) state that the 
process of coming out is linked with several typical themes. Each can 
contribute to developing an understanding of self. Many youth begin the 
process because they dislike living in secrecy and want to form solid social 
relationships with peers. The process requires that teens challenge the 
assumption that heterosexuality is the only "normal” sexual identity. Tasks 
which are part of learning to value same-sex desire as normal are claiming a 
new social identity while grieving the loss of heterosexual identity markers, 
learning new gender roles, and learning the meaning of “personal 
responsibility” through a safe sex standard. Young lesbian or gay youth must 
develop a deepened sense of personal responsibility because living outside of 
societal norms the “rules” for behavior which heterosexual teens use for 
guidance aren’t always applicable. Successful negotiation of the coming out 
task brings acceptance into a community grounded in lesbian and gay culture. 
ii. Affirmation by Peers Expressing sexual identity through coming out is 
one facet of the identity development process. After talking with many lesbian 
and gay youth, Due (1995) discovered that dealing with issues of coming out 
consumes energy that might otherwise be directed toward school or friends. 
Therefore, the process of understanding oneself through the coming out 
process impacts the process of securing affirmation by peers. 
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Affirmation by peers contributes to maintaining a sense of belonging in 
spite of being part of a stigmatized group. Attaining affirmation is more complex 
for lesbian and gay youth for two reasons. First, isolation increases the difficulty 
of forming positive peer relationships. Second, lesbian and gay youth must 
cope with harassment and threats of violence by peers. 
Attaining affirmation through positive, stable relationships is an important 
task of adolescence (Cates, 1987). Lesbian and gay youth must master this 
task while believing their deepest feelings may bring social disapproval 
(Malyon, 1981). Developing stable relationships is difficult while 
simultaneously erecting emotional barriers to hide a secret identity which, if 
known, may result in rejection, name calling, harassment, or other forms of 
violence (Dempsey, 1994). The difficulty of forming stable relationships is 
intensified by “societal homophobia which deprives these (gay and lesbian) 
young people of the socialization structures heterosexual youth enjoy as they 
make the difficult and often tumultuous transition between childhood and 
adulthood” (Hancock, 1995, p. 412). Without the structures available to 
heterosexuals, lesbian and gay youth often must make the transition to healthy 
adulthood in a state of isolation (Dempsey, 1994; Due, 1995; Heron, 1994) 
McFarland (1993) suggests that lesbian and gay teens miss out on many 
opportunities for interpersonal experimentation which are routinely open to 
other teens. Expressing affection toward same-sex friends is often avoided 
because it carries the risk of identification and rejection. Lesbian and gay youth 
must decide whether to engage in heterosexual dating as a way of passing as 
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straight. Dating the opposite sex may result in exposure as lesbian or gay so, 
often, it too is avoided by many young lesbians and gays or engaged in with a 
sense of fraud, dishonesty, and confusion. 
Forming dating relationships is a fundamental dilemma for lesbian and 
gay youth. First of all, it is difficult to find the opportunity to date. According to 
Savin-Williams (1995, p. 176), gay and lesbian youth have little opportunity to 
date someone who is erotically attractive. In fact, "the possibility of dating 
someone of the same sex is so remote that most youths never consider it a 
reasonable expectation”. After interviewing many lesbian or gay teens, Due 
(1995) found that dating rituals open to straight youth are not open to gay and 
lesbian teens, in part, because it is difficult to identify other lesbian and gay 
teens. 
Dating is also a dilemma because of the confusion associated with the 
lack of support and encouragement reflected in the norms and expectations of 
heterosexual dating relationships. Moreover, lesbian and gay youth have few 
positive role models. If a youth decides to try same-sex dating, there are no 
norms for how to proceed and the simple act of identifying a possible dating 
partner can be a problem since other teens are assumed to be heterosexual 
and, therefore, unavailable. 
Dealing with harassment and the threat of violence adds complexity to 
the task of attaining affirmation. Lesbian or gay youth are frequently harassed 
by peers (Education, 1997). This harassment by peers, possibly the most 
difficult challenge faced by lesbian and gay youth (Savin-Williams, 1995), is an 
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extremely potent reinforcer of heterosexism because it carries the implicit 
messages that lesbians and gays deserve to be treated badly and straight 
students better stay straight or be faced with the same harassment. In the 
Massachusetts Health Risk Behavior Study of 1995, approximately two-thirds of 
students self-reported being threatened with violence and/or being in a physical 
fight (Education, 1995). 
iii. Confirmation Through Rituals Adolescents often integrate emotional 
and physical changes by participating in rites of passage, but participation in 
the rites of passage that usually help teens practice and integrate the emotional 
and physical changes they are experiencing is denied to lesbian and gay youth. 
For example, Bidwell (1988, p. 5) states: “Glances and shy smiles across a 
classroom, the sending of a valentine, the agony of the first telephone call 
asking for a date, the shared bag of popcorn in a movie theater and the walk 
home on a moonlit night with arms about one another, the first kiss and touch - 
all these are simply not realities for most gay and lesbian teens or are 
experienced heterosexually with a sense of falseness and confusion”. 
As part of recognizing a lesbian or gay identity youth often experience 
grief at the loss of the rituals of heterosexual life (Burke, 1995; Rust, 1996). For 
example, they may experience grief because of rejection by their parents, losing 
the possibility of marriage, and the assumption that lesbians and gays cannot 
have children. Restructuring expectations about life by creating “new norms, 
rules, and social roles where none have existed before” (Herdt & Boxer, 1993, 
p. 205) helps youth resolve this grief. 
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Herdt and Boxer (1993) believe that coming out serves as a ritual of 
healing through which a person goes from being a pariah in the eyes of at least 
part of society into a supportive community. Herdt and Boxer learned that 
before coming out, lesbian and gay youth are often isolated and feel alienated 
from society because they attempt to find safety in secrecy. However, isolation, 
alienation, and secrecy provide only the illusion of safety. Instead, they foster 
fear of the unknown which is often exacerbated by lack of accurate information. 
For many years coming out, as described by Troiden and Cass, has been 
defined as a personal act of disclosing same-sex attraction and a social process 
of transforming one’s social relations to be in accord with same-sex desires. 
Currently, the definition of coming out is shifting toward a rite of passage which 
has several benefits such as: (a) allowing connection to the adult society of 
lesbians and gay men in a way which parallels how heterosexual youth are 
connected with adults, (b) diminishing mainstream’s power because coming 
out is an act of separation from mainstream society, (c) removing the moral 
barrier created by living a secret, hidden life, (d) beginning the process of 
relearning social roles and identities, and (e) changing society by adding to the 
growing culture which will end up improving society for the future 
3. Summary 
Lesbian and gay identity development models by Troiden and Cass 
identify typical stages in the process of moving from identity confusion to a state 
of acceptance of a lesbian or gay identity. Because these models are 
retrospective studies conducted with adults reflecting back upon the identity 
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development process there is some question about whether these models are 
applicable to the current generation of lesbian and gay youth. However, in 
studies by Herdt and Boxer, Savin-Williams, and O’Shea evidence emerged 
that indicated a similar identity development process for current and earlier 
generations of lesbian and gays. 
The identity development process for lesbian and gay youth is difficult for 
three reasons. First, isolation due to being a member of a stigmatized group 
forms a barrier in the identity development process. Second, avoiding 
becoming entrapped in a state of identity confusion is part of the main 
adolescent development task of forming a personal identity. However, the 
lesbian and gay identity development process requires moving through a state 
of identity confusion. Third, lesbian and gay youth must complete 
developmental tasks that are more complex than those required of their 
heterosexual peers. 
According to Erikson, the main developmental task of adolescence is 
forming a personal identity which involves developing an understanding of self, 
attaining affirmation by peers, and confirmation through rituals. Understanding 
the self is more difficult for lesbian and gay youth than their heterosexual peers 
because youth must reconcile a sense of self that involves being part of a 
stigmatized group. Attaining affirmation by peers is more difficult because: (a) it 
is difficult to seek affirmation while fearing rejection and (b) attaining 
affirmation is difficult when the potential of harassment is a constant presence. 
Confirmation through rituals is more difficult for lesbian and gay students 
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because many typical adolescent development rituals are grounded in 
heterosexual life. 
In spite of the increased difficulty during adolescence, a generation of 
lesbian and gay students who refuse to silently cower in their “closets" is 
emerging in public schools throughout the United States. Schools face 
increasing challenges to create safe learning environments for this previously 
silent, invisible population of students. In the following section school-based 
programs that support lesbian and gay students will be described. 
B. Public School Programs for Lesbian and Gav 
Students: The First Generation 
School-based programs to address the issues facing lesbian and gay 
youth in their schools have moved through three stages of development: 
separation/segregation, counseling, and school safety. Currently, programs 
from all three stages are providing services to youth. Irvine (1997) states that 
these programs use a public health model or a culture-based pedagogical 
frame. 
In the next section the public health and culture-based models will be 
described. Then, first generation programs and strategies will be described. 
Finally, Oulett’s model for extending beyond the public health model toward a 
system change model will be described. 
1. Public Health Model of Programs for Lesbian and Gav Youth Programs 
The public health model identifies individual safety of lesbian and gay 
students as the foundation for school programs. Programs based upon the 
public health model are propelled by “the need for safety and tolerance” (Irvine, 
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1997) and reach toward the goals of reducing the risk of suicide, drug abuse, 
violence toward, and harassment of lesbian and gay youth. 
Based on the public health model, statistical data is used to provide a 
rationale for addressing the needs of lesbian and gay students. Compelling 
evidence of the need for a public health-based approach emerged with the 
publication of Paul Gibson’s report from the Task Force on Youth Suicide 
conducted through the US Dept of Health and Human Services in 1989 
(Gibson, 1994). The report identified rejection by family and harassment at 
school as primary causes of emotional difficulty for lesbian and gay youth. The 
report stated that coping with the emotional difficulties resulting from this 
rejection prompted lesbian and gay youth to sometimes resort to substance 
abuse or suicide. The most well known part of the report, is the statement that 
“20-30 percent of all youth suicides may involve gay youth" (Gibson, 1994, p. 
25). 
The Massachusetts Youth Risk Behavior Survey, published every two 
years, also provides a public health rationale. According to the 1997 report 
(Education, 1997), adolescents who describe themselves as lesbian, gay, or 
bisexual and/or who have had same-sex contact are more like to consider 
suicide (54% versus 22%), be in a physical fight at school (21.4% versus 
12.4%), or use marijuana (77% versus 50%). Based on the public health 
rationale and grounded in data that supports the contention that lesbian and 
gay students are at-risk, advocates have developed strategies aimed at 
reducing risky health behaviors. 
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2. Culture-Based Model for Lesbian and Gav Youth Programs 
In the culture-based model lesbians and gay men are treated similarly to 
racial and ethnic minorities. Irvine proposes that this frame is advantageous 
because it permits teaching about lesbian and gay issues in the context of other 
differences which tends to normalize lesbians and gays as members of a 
minority group not unlike ethnic and racial minority groups. 
Irvine’s culture-based model is subsumed under the genre multicultural 
education. The most notable example was the Children of the Rainbow 
curriculum which was initiated then abandoned in New York City after it became 
the center of controversy (Irvine, 1997). Less well-known, is a drop-out 
prevention program called the Triangle Program which was established under 
the umbrella of the multicultural education in the public schools of Toronto in 
1995. The program involves an alternative school environment, similar to the 
Harvey Milk School in New York City, for lesbian or gay students encountering 
severe homophobia at school (Snider, 1996). 
The culture-based frame is limited because equating sexual minorities 
with racial minorities sometimes triggers conflict between these two 
marginalized groups which both are frequent targets of oppression. Members 
of the Religious Right, who often claim to be protecting society through their 
anti-gay rhetoric and behavior, frequently magnify this conflict by inflaming fear 
and hatred within people of color against lesbians and gays. People of color 
are portrayed as possessing “benign, immutable characteristics” and contrasted 
against lesbians and gays portrayed as choosing an immoral “lifestyle” which 
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carries the probability of infection with serious diseases such as HIV or 
hepatitis. Rhetoric is employed which creates the sense that people of color 
and lesbians and gays are competing with each other for a limited supply of 
scarce human rights. 
The culture-based approach can also be problematic because of the 
anger generated within racial, language, and cultural minorities who believe 
issues related to sexual identity should not be included in an approach 
originally spawned to ameliorate the lack of educational equality for racial 
minorities and who resent comparisons between the Black civil rights struggle 
and the struggle for civil rights for lesbians and gays. On the other side of the 
coin, radical lesbians and gays often object to the normalization which occurs 
when lesbians and gays are included under the rubric of multiculturalism. 
However, there are potential benefits to a culture-based approach to 
addressing lesbian and gay issues in public schools. Such an approach can 
be useful in moving toward societal transformation (Banks, 1993; Gay, 1995; 
Grant & Sachs, 1995; Nieto, 1996; Pope, 1995) when it carries the goal of 
exposing and transforming a dominant ideology which privileges one group 
over others. Ouellett states that multicultural education is useful for schools 
working to improve conditions for lesbian and gay students (Ouellett, 1996). 
Part of the usefulness of multicultural education is that it promotes action with 
reflection among students who are learning how to transform society and avoids 
the tendency toward action without reflection which is the predominant mode in 
the public health model. 
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Because of the limitations just described, the potential of the culture- 
based pedagogical frame has not been realized. Instead, most first generation 
programs for lesbian and gay students have been developed within the public 
health model. In the next section the stages, strategies, and programs of the 
first generation of programs will be described. 
3. First Generation School-based Strategies and Programs for Lesbian and 
Gay Students 
Programs have moved through three stages that comprise the first 
generation of programs for lesbian and gay students. The stages are 
separation/segregation, counseling, and school safety. Today, programs from 
all three stages are being utilized to provide services to youth. 
Separation, the first stage in the movement to support lesbian and gay 
youth, began in 1979 with a program that removed students from the public 
school setting. The Hetrick-Martin Institute, a social service agency with 
several programs for gay youth in Manhattan, established the Harvey Milk 
School as an alternative school for up to thirty lesbian or gay youth. These 
youth could not be successful in a regular high school setting because they 
were subjected to peer (and sometimes teacher) harassment and violence in 
the school. The goal of the Harvey Milk School was to help students develop 
the skills necessary for returning to their own traditional high school, although 
few ever returned (Due, 1995). 
Counseling, the second stage, focuses on providing counseling for 
lesbian and gay students within the public school setting. In 1984, Project 10, 
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the first school-based outreach program for lesbian and gay students, was 
launched in the public schools of Los Angeles by Virginia Uribe (1995). The 
goal of the program was to provide counseling for students struggling with the 
effects of isolation and harassment in the school setting. Gradually, the 
program evolved to include several other supports including a district resource 
center, staff training, non-discrimination policies, advocacy for lesbian and gay 
rights, and community outreach. 
First and second stage programs continue to provide services to lesbian 
and gay students. In addition, a third stage, safety in the school, is emerging. 
This stage focuses on providing safety and support for lesbian and gay students 
through an array of strategies. The strategies involve creating laws and policies 
to protect lesbian and gay students from harassment and discrimination, 
extending the right to meet in groups to sexual minority students and their allies, 
challenging the homophobic behaviors of individuals who harass or 
discriminate, training adults who work with the at-risk population, and providing 
accurate information about the at-risk group. Each of these strategies focuses 
on creating change at the individual level. Programs from all three stages 
comprise the first generation of programs for lesbian and gay students. 
Program delivery strategies consistent with the third stage of the public 
health model typically include all or some of the following: implementation of 
non-discrimination and anti-harassment policy, addition of library resources, 
provision of support services, implementation of staff development, and 
initiation of peer support groups. 
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a. Policy 
Non-discrimination policies typically protect against harassment of, 
discrimination against, and violence toward lesbian or gay students (Walling, 
1993; Youth, 1993; Schwartz, 1995). 
b. Library Resources 
Several writers believe that school libraries should include fiction and 
non-fiction books which address lesbian and gay themes in a positive way 
(Youth, 1993; Uribe, 1995; Walling, 1993; Curcio, 1996; Schwartz, 1995; 
Malinsky, 1997). Books in the library serve multiple purposes which support 
other components of building a safe, accepting climate in the school. They 
provide references for assignments for classes, information for youth 
questioning their sexual orientation yet not ready to talk to another person, and 
information for teachers developing lessons or units which include lesbian and 
gay themes. In addition, the simple act of including books on this topic in the 
school library provides implicit permission for investigating the topic. 
c. Support Services 
Support services within the school can be very important for lesbian and 
gay youth as they negotiate the passage into a healthy adulthood (Uribe, 1995; 
Walling, 1993). Schools can provide support through trained guidance 
counselors. This falls within the public health model because guidance 
counselors provide mental health support. This can be problematic, however. 
Sears (1988) found that although guidance counselors tended to have 
favorable attitudes about civil rights for lesbians and gays, they were much less 
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comfortable when dealing with hypothetical situations dealing with lesbian or 
gay family members and many expressed “alarmingly negative attitudes and 
feelings.” 
Guidance counselors need special training to increase the chance that 
they will give appropriate, useful support to lesbian or gay students who come 
to them for help. Counselors first need to confront their own homophobic 
attitudes and heterosexist biases and then need to understand the identity 
development and coming out processes, the unique issues faced by lesbian 
and gay students, and strategies to affirm these students as well as how gender 
differences impact experiences, processes, and relationships (Whitman, 1995). 
Burke adds that critical issues for counselors are being able to help lesbian and 
gay students deal with the grief at not having the “normal" benchmarks of 
heterosexual life, to help students deal with whether to come out and how, and 
to recommend community resources available for lesbian and students (Burke, 
1995). 
Pope’s (1995) suggestions for counselors are quite useful for helping 
counselors understand the challenges faced by lesbian and gay students rather 
than pushing these students to fit into mainstream society. He suggests that 
counselors become aware of the lesbian and gay culture, the sociopolitical 
challenges being faced by this culture, and the institutional barriers blocking 
students. He also states that counselors should understand that lesbian and 
gay students have special needs in the areas of secret lives, rejection by 
friends/family, low self-esteem from internalized homophobia, fear of violence, 
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historic discrimination due to lack of civil rights, and the status as the object of 
hate campaigns of right wing groups. 
Support services are an important component of a program with the goal 
of creating a safe, accepting atmosphere. Because harassment and pervasive 
heterosexist norms encourage lesbian and gay students to be silent and 
invisible to avoid discovery, these students need support. However, providing 
supports especially geared for lesbian and gay students can actually maintain 
the marginalization of these youth through the label “at-risk”, 
d. Staff Development 
Staff development efforts typically include raising awareness about 
lesbian and gay youth in the schools, and sensitizing teachers and guidance 
counselors to the emotional costs of being stigmatized. This staff development 
focus is within the public health model because it is aimed at helping teachers 
understand the ways in which lesbian and gay youth are at-risk. 
Staff development is commonly listed in descriptions of programs for 
lesbian and gay students (Youth, 1993; Uribe, 1995; Walling, 1993; Curcio, 
1996; Lipkin, 1992; Baker, 1980) and is an important program delivery strategy 
because lesbian and gay youth need supportive teachers, yet many teachers 
do not understand enough about these youth to provide the needed support. 
Sears states that few studies of public school educators have been conducted. 
The studies completed on this topic “suggest that teachers, administrators, and 
guidance counselors, in general, lack the sensitivity, knowledge and skills to 
32 
address effectively the needs of students with same-sex feelings” (Sears, 1991, 
p. 397). 
Kissen (1993) studied forty-four lesbian and gay teens and found only 
five of the forty-four were “out” to a teacher. Seventeen of the students (39%) 
had experienced direct verbal or physical violence and all experienced 
constantly hearing anti-gay remarks and were forced to deal each day with the 
stress of pretending to be heterosexual. The students in this study told Kissen 
they wanted their teachers to take lesbian and gay issues seriously, to be 
supportive and attentive, not to think of lesbians and gays as bad or crazy, not to 
judge or threaten counseling, to realize lesbians and gays have feelings just 
like straights, to stop verbal and physical violence and to mention lesbians or 
gays in class when appropriate, 
e. Peer Support Groups 
Some peer support groups are open only to lesbian gay students while 
others are open to all students regardless of sexual orientation. Project 10 was 
the first school-based program offering groups open only to lesbian and gay 
students. Uribe states that these discussion groups provide access to unbiased 
information and are not for the purpose of defining an adolescent's sexual 
orientation (Uribe, 1994). 
In Massachusetts peer support groups called gay/straight alliances 
(GSAs) are a very popular program delivery strategy within a multifaceted, 
statewide program. GSAs are open to students regardless of sexual 
orientation. According to the Governor’s Commission on Gay and Lesbian 
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Youth (Gardella & LeMay, 1997) in Massachusetts the functions of GSAs are to 
provide a setting in which students can talk about feelings and experiences, 
learn about homophobia and how it affects everyone, educate each other and 
the school community about issues of sexual orientation, and socialize. 
Blumenfeld (1995) believes GSAs can make a difference in the lives of lesbian 
and gay students by working toward a “homo-affirmative” high school. In GSAs, 
young lesbians and gays are supported, know there is a least some accepting 
space, get courage to engage in some teen rites of passage such as attending 
the prom. 
f. The Massachusetts Safe Schools for Gay and Lesbian Students Program 
In response to Gibson’s report about suicide, Massachusetts Governor 
William F. Weld formed the Governor’s Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth. 
The Commission held five public hearings across Massachusetts during the fall 
of 1992 then issued two reports about the plight of lesbian and gay youth - one 
dealing with education (Youth, 1993) and the other with health and human 
services (Youth, 1994). The reports provided additional evidence for the need 
for a public health approach to meeting the educational needs of lesbian and 
gay youth. 
In 1993, based on the rationale provided in the reports the 
Massachusetts Board of Education adopted four of the five Governor’s 
Commission recommendations “to improve the safety of schools and school- 
based support services” (Youth, 1993) for lesbian and gay youth: 
1. Schools are encouraged to develop policies protecting gay and 
lesbian students from harassment, violence, and discrimination. 
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2. Schools are encouraged to offer training to school personnel in 
violence prevention and suicide prevention. 
3. Schools are encouraged to offer school-based support groups for 
gay, lesbian and heterosexual students. 
4. Schools are encouraged to provide school-based counseling for 
family members of gay and lesbian students. 
The SSGLSP was established by Commissioner Robert Antonucci and 
the Department of Education in order to implement the State Board of 
Education’s recommendations (Cohen & Gant, 1996). The Board of Education 
did not adopt the Governor’s Commission’s fifth recommendation that 
curriculum be modified to include gay and lesbian issues. Recommendations 
one through four are interventions to address a health problem. The rejected 
curriculum recommendation carried the potential for creating structural changes 
at the school level, an outcome inconsistent with the public health perspective 
and considerably more controversial as evidenced by the attempts by the New 
York City Board of Education’s attempt to adopt a curriculum change 
addressing lesbian and gay families. 
The initial successes of public health based programs were impressive. 
In the first year the SSGLSP held workshops across the state to encourage 
schools to implement the recommendations. Thirty-five gay/straight alliances 
(GSAs) were formed during the first year (Cohen & Gant, 1996). Within six 
years, the number of gay/straight alliances grew to over a hundred (Gardella & 
LeMay, 1997) and is continuing to increase. In fact, the alliances have become 
the cornerstone component of the SSGLSP. 
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The public health model is useful because it points the way toward 
interventions in the challenges which put lesbian and gay students at-risk. 
The first generation of programs have produced significant gains on the 
individual level, but they are bound by certain limitations that have prevented 
further evolution of first generation programs for lesbian and gay youth. In the 
next section these limitations will be described. That will be followed by a 
description of Oulett’s model for extending beyond the public health model 
toward system change. 
4. Systemic Change for Lesbian and Gav Students 
Irvine (1997) acknowledges that concentrating on the public health risks 
of these lesbian and gay students contributes to continued marginalization and 
stigmatization because it labels the population as “at-risk” - a label which is 
synonymous with “other than the normal” population. The label “at risk” can be 
a dangerous stereotype which makes a group of students identifiable by virtue 
of personal characteristics and it makes it easier to create isolated, fragmented 
solutions which are not part of the whole (Apple, 1996). Concentrating 
exclusively on health risks keeps intact the historically-based, but erroneous, 
notion of homosexuality as pathological. Furthermore, conservative opponents 
of lesbian and gay school programs blame health risks associated with lesbian 
and gay youth on homosexuality, rather than social or cultural stigma and 
oppression. 
A weakness not identified by Irvine is that the public health model is used 
to address problems which are only the symptoms of the systematic 
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heterosexism underlying violence against harassment of lesbian and gay 
students. Without understanding the systemic nature of lesbian and gay 
oppression there is no context for creating change in the environment of lesbian 
and gay youth. Instead, the focus is on changing lesbian and gay youth or 
integrating them into a safer school environment. 
The third limitation of public health strategies and programs is that they 
focus on individual rights while failing to address problems in the system. 
According to Kitzinger (1996) programs that focus on the individual perspective 
depoliticize individual incidents and blame the victims. A program for lesbian 
and gay students individualizes the problem by considering a small segment of 
the total population. Gaining support for the program by telling stories about the 
traumas of individual youth does the same. Statistics about alcohol and drug 
abuse, suicide, violence, runaways blame the victim for having problems due to 
engaging in risky behaviors. Most commonly, homophobic incidents are treated 
on a case by case basis resulting in a fragmented, depoliticized version of the 
experience of lesbian and gay youth in schools because we see individual 
situations rather than the pattern of heterosexism. 
Ouellett (1996) proposes a continuum of school change efforts as a 
model for a systemic approach that describes strategies that range from 
focusing upon the individual to the system. The model includes three 
categories for understanding a school’s relationship to lesbian and gay-related 
change: support for the status quo, support for change at the individual level, 
and support for change at the systemic level. Support for the status quo can 
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take the form of denying that lesbian and gay students exist in the school, 
avoiding homosexuality by discouraging references to sexual orientation and 
encouraging lesbian and gay students to be assimilated into the heterosexual 
mainstream, or reacting to homophobic incidents when they occur. Individual 
support can take the form of individuals or small groups who engage in 
providing lesbian and gay students with support and services, examining formal 
and informal school structures for bias against lesbian and gay youth, and 
communicating the message that it is okay to be lesbian or gay. The same sorts 
of activities occur at the level of systemic support for change, but many adults 
and students seek proactive ways to create a supportive, safe school climate. 
Ouellett’s model provides a frame for understanding the three stages of 
the first generation of programs for lesbian and gay students. The Harvey Milk 
School, the example of a first stage service delivery strategy, was established at 
a time when denial of the existence of lesbian and gay students was high in 
school districts across the country. At that point, segregating students from the 
mainstream population was thought to be the only possible way to provide 
support. Project 10, the original second stage strategy, was formed in reaction 
to a gay student dropping out of school. Both the Harvey Milk School and 
Project 10 were initiated by individuals who were ready to engage in change 
efforts, but who worked in school systems that could be categorized as 
supporting the status quo. When the rationale for the public health model was 
developed the number of individuals willing to support change for lesbian and 
gay students began to grow. 
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Increasingly, pressure is being placed on school districts to engage in 
efforts to change the school climate for this population. Principles from the 
rarely utilized culture-based model plus the structure suggested by Oulett carry 
the potential for moving into a second generation of programs for lesbian and 
gay students. 
5. Summary of Public School Programs for Lesbian and Gav Students 
To date, are three stages of implementation of strategies to support 
lesbian and gay students. The first stage involves providing educational 
services in a segregated setting. The second stage involves providing 
counseling to support lesbian and gay students who try to learn while being part 
of the usual school population. The third stage involves a wider focus on 
providing safety in the school setting through an array of service delivery 
strategies. 
Strategies from all three stages currently in use in public schools across 
the United States. Together, they form the first generation of programs for 
lesbian and gay students. These strategies and programs are situated in the 
public health model that names lesbian and gay youth as at-risk for problematic 
health behaviors based on statistics about the various sorts of risks. 
Programs and strategies based in the public health model have 
limitations that create a ceiling preventing further evolution of first generation 
programs. Once programs reach a certain point, advocates no longer know 
what to do to broaden and deepen the effort. Culture-based programs carry the 
potential for expanding efforts, but have been used infrequently. Ouellett’s 
39 
continuum for change establishes a framework for understanding the categories 
of change. The continuum includes the category of providing support for 
systemic change. The principles from multicultural education have the potential 
for guiding the creation of a second generation of programs that have systemic 
change as a goal. 
GSAs have emerged as the most popular change strategy for the first 
generation of programs. GSAs serve as the nucleus for much of the change 
happening in schools. There is little published literature on GSAs. Therefore, 
the general literature on support groups will be described and applied to 
gay/straight alliances. 
C, Support Groups 
The terms support, self-help, and mutual aid are used interchangeably in 
the literature about support groups. For example, Young (1981) describes a 
support network as people who form supportive interrelationships which 
provide mutual aid, self-help, and support. Levy (1976) states that support 
groups are usually composed of members who share a common core of life 
experience and problems and who come together to share their skill, efforts, 
knowledge, and concerns. Katz and Bender (1976) state that although there 
are many variations of self-help groups they tend to be voluntary, small groups 
formed by peers who come together to satisfy a need, overcome a life- 
disrupting problem, or bring about social and/or personal change. The primary 
focus of support, self-help and therapy groups, according to Home (1991), is to 
help members deal with personal problems through obtaining skills, 
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confidence, autonomy and group experience which can be used later to create 
social change. Home adds that social change groups focus on changing laws, 
services and community attitudes. 
I will use support group to include the terms support group, self-help 
group and mutual aid group. Support group will be defined in this paper as a 
small group of peers with a common core of life experience and problems and 
who come together to share their skills, knowledge and efforts as a way to bring 
about personal and/or social change. 
Though the Department of Education and Governor’s Commission on 
Gay and Lesbian Youth call GSAs support groups, they do not comfortably fit 
the typical definitions of support groups because GSA members do not share 
the life experience of lesbian or gay students who deal with isolation, 
harassment, or the threat of physical violence difficulties on a daily basis. If, 
however, students regardless of sexual identity are defined as peers who share 
the common core of growing up in a homophobic, heterosexist society and who 
come together to create change, then GSAs fit the definition of support groups. 
One way to begin making sense of the contradiction inherent in labeling GSAs 
as support groups is to realize that there are different types of support groups. 
1. Types of Support Groups 
Levy (1976) and Katz and Bender (1976) identify four general types of 
support groups. One type focuses upon conduct reorganization or behavioral 
control. Group members want to eliminate or control a harmful behavior. In a 
second type, all members have experienced a common predicament that 
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entails some degree of stress. In this group, members share the common goal 
of stress reduction through mutual support and sharing coping strategies. 
Members of a third type group seek personal growth and self-actualization. In 
these groups members share a belief that they can help each other create a 
better life. The final type has a survival oriented focus for members of groups 
who face discrimination. These groups concentrate on maintaining self-esteem 
through mutual support and consciousness raising, gaining legitimacy for their 
social identity group through political action, and eliminating the grounds for 
stigmatization/discrimination through political action. 
According to Katz and Bender (1976) all types of support groups must 
make decisions about three dimensions of group structure: management of 
deviance, the focus of group activity, and qualities of interaction among group 
members. Embedded in the management of deviance dimension is the 
assumption that people join support groups because they believe they deviate 
from societal norms. This dimension requires a decision about whether the 
overarching goal of the group will be to manage deviance by changing a 
stigmatized behavior, as in Alcoholics Anonymous, or changing the stigmatizing 
society, as in gay political groups. The second dimension involves the focus of 
group activity. A decision must be made about whether the group activity will 
possess an outer focus on social change or an inner focus on self change. The 
third dimension requires a decision about whether interpersonal interactions 
within the group will have a formal, somewhat impersonal quality or an informal, 
spontaneous quality with personally meaningful interactions. 
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Coates and Wilson (1983) name several possible outcomes from support 
groups. Desirable outcomes include development of a realistic self identity, 
increased self-acceptance through contact with people with similar issues, 
validation of feelings, role modeling by people coping well with difficulties, and 
elimination of isolation and loneliness. Coates and Wilson also name possible 
undesirable outcomes of support group participation. First, feelings of deviance 
from the norm can be exacerbated if the group environment is not safe enough 
to talk about difficult feelings connected with perceptions of deviance. Second, 
contact with others labeled deviant can solidify a sense of personal deviance. 
Third, hearing expressions of difficult feelings of others can validate and 
intensity difficult feelings. 
2. Support Groups for Lesbian and Gay Youth 
The few studies of support groups specifically for lesbian and gay youth 
show that these groups can play an important role in the lives of these youth. 
Ginsberg (1998b) studied two high school-based support groups for lesbian 
and gay students. She found that discussions focused on defining terms such 
as lesbian, gay, and bisexual; understanding the nature versus nurture debate 
relative to sexual orientation; and dealing with problems associated with the 
process of coming out were important to support group participants. In a study 
conducted with ninety lesbian and gay youth who attend programs at the 
Hetrick-Martin Institute, Grossman (1998) found that having open, honest 
relationships and belonging to peer groups where they can make friends is very 
important to young lesbians and gays. The importance of peer support groups 
43 
is emphasized by Grossman’s finding that feelings of not having enough friends 
correlated positively with drug use and suicide ideation and attempts. 
In his investigation of HIV education with lesbian and gay youth, 
Cranston (1991) found that self-help groups, along with other strategies, can 
provide opportunities for lesbian and gay students to create self-worth and have 
a community of support. Cranston proposes that a Freireian model be used to 
create a “community of conscience” that has the goal of personal and collective 
empowerment of students so that sexual minority youth can develop a critical 
consciousness about heterosexist norms and how they impact youth. In a 
community of conscience, sexual minority youth would ask questions such as 
What does it mean to be a GLB youth? What draws us together? Why are we at 
risk? Why haven’t our needs been met? A community of conscience would 
challenge well-meaning adults who want to "do for” lesbian and gay youth to 
examine their power over youth and to work with youth on the goals they set for 
themselves. 
3. Feminist Support Groups as a Model for GSAs 
To many people, support groups are synonymous with counseling 
groups. Some people may not think of GSAs as support groups because they 
are not counseling groups. However, GSAs can accurately be categorized as 
the type of support group formed for the purpose of supporting people dealing 
with the effects of discrimination. Cranston believes that HIV-related self-help 
groups could use the consciousness raising model used by the women’s 
movement as a way of creating communities of conscience. The same model 
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could be easily used as the foundation for envisioning a second generation of 
GSAs. 
Cox (1988) states that feminist support groups help participants develop 
a critical consciousness by analyzing how participants live in a sexist, 
patriarchal world. Lewis (1991) adds that social change can occur when small 
groups gather to deconstruct the components of what is accepted as normal 
and how those components work to disadvantage some while advantaging 
others. Friere called this process conscientization. Feminists call it 
consciousness raising. 
Feminist social workers describe different types of support groups. Cox 
(1991) describes empowerment groups which help individuals cope with and 
change the internalized aspects of oppression and powerlessness. Home 
(1991) defines consciousness raising groups as small groups which used 
personal sharing to promote discovery of societal causes of women’s personal 
problems with a view toward encouraging social action. Gottlieb, et. al. (1983) 
suggest that regardless of the label applied to feminist groups they all have the 
common focus of counteracting some of the harmful effects of sex-role 
socialization. This focus can be important for support groups for lesbian and 
gay youth since homophobia is often wielded as a potent weapon for 
maintaining traditional sex-role socialization (Pharr, 1988). 
Gottlieb, et. al. (1983) describe four commonalities which exist across the 
types of feminist groups. All decrease the isolation of women from each other 
through the simple act of bringing women together. The women in these groups 
45 
suffer from a unique degree of isolation simply because they often know no one 
like themselves. For example, battered women often report not knowing other 
battered women or single parents don’t know other single parents. As a result, 
women come to these groups with little or no understanding about 
commonalities of experience in a sexist society. They also enter believing they 
are alone and that in our society men hold the power and must be looked to for 
problem solving and approval. In the groups, women feel less alone as they 
meet others facing similar problems, come to know, value and trust other 
women. Women come to understand that their previous isolation is a socially 
constructed perception that women are not as valuable as men. 
A second commonality across groups is emphasis on the direct 
relationship between social and political factors and the experience of 
individual women. For example, gaining an understanding of factors such as 
the stereotyped socialization which leads to self doubt, society’s devaluation of 
the work of women inside and outside of the home, or how sexual exploitation 
can lead to physical abuse or sexual assault can help women understand that 
the problems they face are the result of cultural mandates. 
Once women begin to understand the sociopolitical roots of their 
problems they can sort out what can be individually controlled and what 
requires political action. When women enter groups, they see they are not 
alone in their problems. They see others who do not fit stereotypes and realize 
that the stereotypes are part of socialization. They begin to be free to change 
their individual world. For example, women who realize that narrowed career 
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choices for women are culturally based may begin to explore nontraditional 
occupations in areas in which they possess interest. 
A third commonality is that ongoing groups provide opportunity for 
women to discover and practice previously unidentified skills. The result is that 
women gain greater control over their lives. A fourth commonality is that the 
absence of men is perceived as a constructive group strategy. An all female 
feminist environment enables women to develop relationships with other 
women, to create less stereotyped roles for themselves, and to explore 
attitudes, feelings and experiences safe in the knowledge that speaking their 
truths will not bring shame upon them. 
Home (1991) identifies three key features of women’s social change 
groups. One key feature is a leadership structure which favors power sharing 
through collective decision making and shared leadership as a way of 
encouraging members to use own resources. A second feature, a dual focus on 
personal and political change allows group priorities to shift over time. Groups 
which start with discussing personal themes can move into social action. For 
example, in Australia, groups focused on personal experiences with rape or 
attempted rape then shifted to creating social change by raising awareness 
about violence against women through a take back the night rally. The 
personal-political connection had an impact on the choice of goals and issues. 
That is, personal experience with reproductive health issues, child care, 
violence toward women, or inequality in the work place impacted the choice of 
goals for social action. 
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The methods for creating change form the third key feature Home 
identifies. Starting where the group is and meeting the needs of current group 
members is used as a point of entry to meeting personal needs and creating 
social change. Programs at group meetings combine sharing personal 
experiences with discussions of societal causes for personal problems as a way 
of moving from the personal to the political. Once groups are ready to take 
social action they develop long-term strategies for creating changes. Strategies 
are based on the ideology of the group, the strengths and weaknesses of the 
group, as well as the change target. Strategies for creating change include 
multiple tactics which fit into a flexible overall plan. 
One important aspect of feminist groups is not helpful for gay/straight 
alliances - the belief that the absence of men in support groups for women is a 
constructive group strategy. In feminist groups, the all female structure creates 
a space in which experiences and feelings can be explored without having to 
deal with the sexist dynamic which privileges males with power over women. 
GSAs are designed to bring lesbian and gay students together with 
heterosexuals. The success of all-female feminist groups suggests that in 
addition to gay/straight alliances with members of mixed sexual orientations 
there might be a need for groups for only sexual minority people. Participation 
in an all-minority support group has disadvantages. Coates and Wilson (1983) 
acknowledge that participation in any type of all-minority support group carries 
the danger of intensifying alienation through solidifying a sense of self as a 
member of a deviant group. A strength of gay/straight alliances is that they 
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avoid that danger by creating a space in which isolation and alienation are 
broken through the act of lesbian, gay, and heterosexual youth joining together 
to work against what they perceive to be social injustice. The mixing of lesbian 
and gay and heterosexual students is particularly important since lesbian and 
gay youth fear losing their heterosexual friends Herdt and Boxer (1993). 
4. aummarv_of_Feminist Support Groups 
Feminist groups have several possible overarching goals. Fostering an 
understanding of the sociopolitical roots of their problems allows group 
members to sort out what can be individually controlled and what requires 
political action. Helping individuals cope with and change the internalized 
aspects of oppression and powerlessness provides a way of building inner 
strength. Using personal sharing is helpful in breaking isolation, promoting 
egalitarian group process, and validating the life experience of group members. 
Promoting discovery of societal causes of women’s personal problems builds 
inner strength. Helping participants develop a critical consciousness by 
analyzing how they exist in the world in which they find themselves gradually 
moves the group away from a focus on personal change toward political 
change. 
P,.. Conclusion 
It has been well-established in the literature that lesbian and gay youth 
face developmental tasks which go beyond those required of their heterosexual 
peers. Heterosexist norms result in additional challenges such as recognizing 
a lesbian or gay identity, expressing sexual identity through coming out, coping 
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with peer harassment, learning to deal with issues around same gender dating, 
and dealing with isolation from others. It has also been well-established that 
this beleaguered population is at greater risk for a raft of problems such as 
harassment, threats of violence, substance abuse, suicide attempts, and 
problems at school. 
In response, public schools across the nation are gradually implementing 
a first generation of strategies and programs designed to address the needs of 
lesbian and gay students. Program delivery strategies in individual schools 
typically include all or some of the following: implementation of non¬ 
discrimination and anti-harassment policy, addition of library resources, 
provision of support services, implementation of staff development, inclusion in 
school curricula, and initiation of peer support groups. In Massachusetts, 
where the first statewide program has been implemented, peer support groups 
called gay/straight alliances have emerged as the premier strategy. 
Most of these efforts are grounded on the public health model which 
builds on the societal norm of addressing public health problems for any at-risk 
population. Significant gains have been made and many young people have 
received needed support. However, first generation programs do not go far 
enough because they tend to focus on helping individuals without challenging 
the causes of the problems which are embedded in our heterosexist society. In 
addition, programs aimed at helping an “at-risk” population carry the risk of 
marginalizing lesbian and gay youth as a troubled group and maintaining the 
erroneous notion that homosexuality is pathological. 
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There have been a few attempts to implement programs grounded in a 
culture-based frame, usually under the umbrella of multicultural education. 
Culture-based programs carry the potential for avoiding marginalizing or 
pathologizing homosexuality by considering it as just one more type of 
difference among people. In addition, they have the potential to challenge 
societal norms which privilege heterosexuals over homosexuals. This frame 
has been underutilized largely because racial minorities strongly resist 
including sexual minorities in multicultural education programs that were 
pioneered to support racial minorities. 
The limitations of the public health and culture-based pedagogical 
frames have resulted in the creation of a ceiling preventing further evolution of 
first generation programs for lesbian and gay youth. Once programs reach a 
certain point, advocates no longer know what to do to broaden and deepen the 
effort. For example, at a conference aimed at strengthening safe schools efforts 
in Massachusetts and surrounding states, I attended a workshop touted as an 
opportunity to learn what to do after the initial efforts are successfully in place. 
The “expert” facilitator, an individual highly respected for the Safe Schools 
Program in his school, admitted that he did not know what to do next and asked 
participants to brainstorm new possibilities. 
A growing number of school personnel want to address the issues facing 
lesbian and gay youth in their schools, but the powerful systems of oppression - 
racism, sexism, or heterosexism, for example - which have been tightly woven 
into the fabric of this nation make it difficult to do more than help individual youth 
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as they face a stream of problems which originate within the system. If the 
problems originate within the system, then simple logic dictates that the system 
must be changed. 
The literature on support groups provides information which can be 
useful in visioning a second generation of programs for lesbian and gay 
students. Traditional support groups tend to fall into one of the following 
categories: (a) providing refuge for people hitting" rock bottom,” (b) addressing 
stressful or traumatic life situations by for creating alternative patterns for living, 
(c) seeking personal growth and self fulfillment, or (d) joining others interested 
in social advocacy. A feminist interpretation of support groups, however, points 
the way toward using the groups as sites of raising consciousness about the 
societal causes of the difficulties which plague people with varied minority 
social identities then calling support group members to act to create social 
change. If grounded in a feminist interpretation, support groups such as GSAs 
can become communities of conscience which work to transform their local 
environments. 
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CHAPTER III 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Six questions guided this study: (a) What are the roots of GSAs? 
(b) What are the purposes of GSAs? (c) How are GSAs structured? (d) What 
are the outcomes of GSAs? (e) What are the strengths of GSAs? (f) What are 
the challenges faced by GSAs? 
A. Overall Approach and Rationale 
Creswell (1994) states that the nature of the research problem being 
investigated is a key element when choosing the genre for research. This study 
was conducted within the qualitative research paradigm for several reasons. 
Qualitative research is particularly useful in exploratory studies of topics that 
have not previously been examined. Marshall and Rossman (1995) propose 
that qualitative research is well suited to studies about an innovative system or 
a situation that has not been researched. Qualitative research is useful in 
developing a description of the context within which participants experience the 
research topic (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Qualitative methods also enable the 
researcher to gather in-depth, detailed information about selected topics 
(Patton, 1990). It is important at this point, given the recent emergence of GSAs 
in schools, to describe what GSAs are, how they function, and how they benefit 
participants in as deep a way as possible. 
Marshall and Rossman also encourage the use of qualitative research to 
investigate how “lived” programs compare to stated, organizational goals. 
Forming GSAs was one of four broad organizational goals established by the 
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Massachusetts Board of Education when the SSGLSP began. The stated 
organizational goal for GSAs is to provide support groups so that lesbian, gay, 
and straight students can educate themselves and others about homophobia 
and to have fun together. To date, the activities of GSAs have not been 
described. 
In addition to typical qualitative data collection strategies (interviews and 
document collection), this study used a survey to provide descriptive 
quantitative data. Marshall and Rossman (1995) encourage the use of surveys 
to supplement other qualitative techniques. Data collected via these methods 
were supplemented through observations of GSA-related events. Jick (1979) 
states that mixing the methods has three advantages. First, mixing methods 
allows the researcher to use qualitative methods to gain greater sensitivity to 
quantitative data. Second, qualitative data adds vividness, density of 
information, and clarity to research findings. Third, the use of quantitative 
methods adds precision and reproducibility to the research project. For this 
study the use of qualitative methodology provided depth while quantitative 
provided breadth. 
Mertens (1998) provides insights useful in dealing with the seeming 
contradiction of using a quantitative method for a qualitative study. First of all, 
although quantitative methods usually focus on testing hypotheses or 
discovering causal relationships they can also be used to describe phenomena. 
Therefore, a simple descriptive survey used to gather data to describe GSAs 
was an appropriate quantitative addition to this study. Mertens’ other insight is 
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that a feminist view of surveys allows the closed-ended, limited response 
options often associated with surveys to be replaced by open-ended questions 
then using respondents’ verbatim comments in the text of the research report. 
E_ The Massachusetts Context 
In 1993, based on a report from the Governor’s Commission on Gay and 
Lesbian Youth, the Massachusetts Board of Education adopted four 
recommendations “to improve the safety of schools and school-based support 
services” (Youth, 1993) for lesbian and gay youth: 
1. Schools are encouraged to develop policies protecting gay and 
lesbian students from harassment, violence, and discrimination. 
2. Schools are encouraged to offer training to school personnel in 
violence prevention and suicide prevention. 
3. Schools are encouraged to offer school-based support groups for 
gay, lesbian and heterosexual students. 
4. Schools are encouraged to provide school-based counseling for 
family members of gay and lesbian students. 
The Safe Schools for Gay and Lesbian Students Program (SSGLSP) 
was established by Commissioner Robert Antonucci and the Department of 
Education in order to implement the State Board of Education’s 
recommendations (Cohen & Gant, 1996). Because these were 
recommendations rather than mandates, individual schools may decide when 
or not to act upon the recommendations. 
The administrative structure for the SSGLSP consists of different groups 
with differing roles. The Governor’s Commission has the responsibility to make 
recommendations to the Department of Education, but has no power to 
implement these recommendations. The Department of Education can accept, 
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reject, or modify recommendations from the Governor's Commission. Local 
school districts are free to implement or ignore recommendations made by the 
Department of Education. Finally, the Boston Gay Lesbian and Straight 
Education Network (GLSEN) has a contract, managed by the Department of 
Education, to deliver services to local school districts interested in implementing 
the SSGLSP recommendations. Department of Education staff also deliver 
services to local school districts. 
Management of financial resources is equally convoluted. The 
Governor's Commission lobbies the state legislature to allocate funds to support 
the SSGLSP. Individual school districts can apply annually for grants of up to 
$3,000 from the Department of Education to support SSGLSP activities. Grant 
requests must meet parameters established by the Department of Education. 
The Department of Education actually manages the funds, but the Governor's 
Commission has input into which school districts receive grants to support local 
efforts that fall under the SSGLSP umbrella. 
C. Participants 
Participants in this study were selected from two groups. Nine current 
and former SSGLSP staff members at the Massachusetts Department of 
Education, Gay Lesbian and Straight Education Network, and Governor’s 
Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth were selected for elite interviews. 
Advisors of GSAs active in Massachusetts at the start of the 1998/99 school 
year were asked to complete surveys. 
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For this study Department of Education, Governor's Commission, and 
GLSEN personnel who were formerly or are currently responsible for guiding 
the SSGLSP and GSAs were selected for interviews because they have in- 
depth knowledge about the history, intended purpose and function of GSAs as 
well as the overarching vision which guides the evolution of the GSA 
component of the SSGLSP. David Lafontaine was selected because he has 
served as chairperson of the Governor's Commission since it’s formation. Jeff 
Perroti was selected for an interview because he was the founding director of 
the SSGLSP at the Department of Education. Because of the importance of 
their perspectives coupled with the impossibility of protecting their anonymity, 
the actual names of David and Jeff are used. Pseudonyms are used for the 
other interviewees. Quinn and Avery were selected for interviews because of 
their roles as current SSGLSP staff at the Department of Education. Val was 
selected because he was responsible for the GSA component of the SSGLSP 
when he was employed as a member of the Department of Education staff. 
Shelby was interviewed because he is a member of the Governor's 
Commission with specific responsibility for supporting GSAs. Chris was 
interviewed because of her role as coordinator of the Department of Education’s 
contract with GLSEN. Lee was selected for an interview because as a senior 
trainer for GLSEN she has direct contact with GSAs through the technical 
support she provides. Shane was selected for a interview because, in his role 
as a trainer for GLSEN, he has facilitated many all-student GSA-related 
sessions regional workshops sponsored by DOE/GLSEN. All interviewees are 
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white. David, Jeff, Quinn, Avery, Lee, and Shane were selected for interviews 
because I have had professional relationships with each through my 
professional role as a Health Education Coordinator for a local school district. 
Therefore, I knew each plays an important role in the SSGLSP and that each 
would have important information. Shelby and Chris were interviewed based 
on David’s recommendation and Val based on Jeff’s recommendation. GSA 
advisors were included because they can provide descriptions of what GSAs 
are actually doing and how they are structured. GSA advisors were identified 
on a list of GSAs published by the Governor’s Commission on Gay and Lesbian 
(Gardella & LeMay, 1999). 
This study does not include student participants in GSAs. The 
perceptions of students about groups formed to support them is an important 
aspect of understanding GSAs. However, students were not included in this 
study because a description of the vision and actual development of GSAs can 
provide a foundation for identifying students’ of GSAs. By first describing the 
vision for GSAs from the viewpoint of the program originators and the actual 
structure and functions of GSA from the viewpoint of advisors, another study 
focused on student perceptions of GSAs can add to an understanding of GSAs 
from the “consumer’s" perspective. 
D. Data Gathering Techniques 
Data was collected in two stages. First, Governor's Commission and 
Department of Education personnel were interviewed. In the second stage, 
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GSA advisors were sent a written survey. In addition, observations of GSA- 
related events were conducted when opportunities arose. 
1. Interviews 
Elite interviews were conducted to gather information about the original 
vision for GSAs and how this vision has shifted over time. Elite interviews are 
defined as interviews with people in positions of status or power (Rubin & 
Rubin, 1995; Seidman, 1998). These interviews were conducted with current 
and former staff members at the Governor's Commission, the Department of 
Education, or GLSEN. Because of their roles with the SSGLSP each 
interviewee had a unique perspective on how the vision for GSAs was shaped 
and supported by the governing agencies. Data about the first GSA was 
collected through an electronic mail conversation with Nancy Boutilier (1999). 
Interview questions were designed to gather information about 
interviewees’ perspectives on (a) the purposes of GSAs and how they 
interconnect with the SSGLSP, (b) a broad view of the benefits and outcomes 
of GSAs, (c) the strengths of and challenges faced by GSAs as a whole, and 
(d) hopes for GSAs in the future. Each interviewee participated in one interview 
that lasted approximately one hour. 
2. Survey 
The goal of the written survey was to gather descriptive information about 
current practice in GSAs. The survey was mailed to GSA advisors in the 
second phase of data collection. The survey was constructed using a five-step 
process recommended by Sheatsley (1983): (a) decide what information is 
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required to meet the research objectives (b) draft questions (c) put questions in 
a meaningful order (d) conduct a pretest of the questions and (e) repeat the first 
step. 
To create the most accurate description of actual practice in GSAs it was 
important to collect data from the widest possible sample. A mail survey of 
advisors was used as a data collection technique because it was possible to 
solicit information from every GSA listed as active in fall 1998. To gather 
statewide data using any other technique would have been prohibitive in terms 
of financial requirements and expenditure of time. 
The survey consisted of a combination of closed-ended and open-ended 
questions. Closed-ended questions were constructed to identify how GSAs are 
structured and how they are integrated into schools. This uniform frame of 
reference facilitated the formulation of a descriptive answer to questions about 
structure and integration. Both closed- and open-ended questions were used 
to gather information about purposes of GSAs and the outcomes/benefits of the 
clubs. The closed-ended questions provided uniformity and prompted 
possibilities which the respondents might not have thought of in an open-ended 
format (Babbie, 1992). Since closed-ended questions carry the disadvantage 
of limiting answers to the choices provided, open-ended questions were also 
included to allow respondents freedom of response about the purposes and 
outcomes of their GSAs. Open-ended questions about the strengths and 
challenges in each GSA also were included to allow as much freedom of 
response as possible. 
60 
Once identified, questions were ordered with easier, closed-ended 
questions about structure and integration first. Next came open-ended 
questions about purposes and outcomes which allowed respondents to use 
their own words. Close-ended questions about purposes and outcomes came 
after the open-ended questions to avoid influencing answers to open-ended 
questions. If the respondents read the entire survey before starting, however, 
the attempt to avoid influencing open-ended questions may have been 
thwarted. Strengths and challenges of GSAs was the last research area 
addressed because completing earlier questions could help respondents recall 
the events of the previous school year and be ready to think about these more 
thought-provoking questions. Questions about school demographics where the 
GSA was located during the 98/99 school year concluded the survey. 
A pretest of the survey was administered to advisors from GSAs in private 
schools in Massachusetts and public schools outside of Massachusetts whom I 
contacted by electronic-mail or phone to explain the research project and 
request their assistance. In a few cases advisors with whom I spoke recruited 
other advisors in their school to complete the pilot survey. Six of eleven pilot 
surveys mailed to advisors were completed. The pretest guided revisions to 
improve clarity, completeness, and sequencing (Sheatsley, 1983). The amount 
of time required to complete the survey was determined to be approximately 
twenty minutes during the pilot test. The results of the pretest were used to 
modify the survey in a repeat of the first step suggested by Sheatsley. 
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Babbie (1992) outlined a process for conducting survey research. One 
week before the surveys were mailed, advisors received a post card requesting 
their participation. A survey, an explanatory cover letter, and a self-addressed, 
stamped return envelope were mailed to one advisor for each GSA active in fall 
1998. The cover letter briefly described the survey’s purpose, assured 
respondents that their answers would be completely confidential, and that their 
identities and schools would be kept anonymous. Before mailing, each survey 
was labeled with an identifying code number known only to me. 
According to Babbie’s recommendation, survey returns were monitored 
on a daily basis. When the rate of returns slowed significantly, three weeks after 
the initial survey mailing, a second survey was mailed to non-respondents. The 
purpose of the second mailing was to secure a higher rate of return. Babbie 
states that a fifty percent rate of return is adequate, sixty percent is good and 
seventy percent is very good. Mertens (1998) believes a response rate around 
seventy percent to be acceptable, but notes that some research on response 
rates indicate that even a fifty percent return rate is acceptable. I received a fifty- 
six percent rate of return. 
3. Observations 
I observed two GSA-related events during fall 1999. The first was a 
workshop for advisors titled Getting Youth to Own It. This workshop, sponsored 
by GLSEN, was offered on a Saturday morning for advisors who wanted to 
learn a model for developing youth leadership of GSAs. The second 
observation was a SSGLSP regional workshop where I observed workshops 
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titled Activities to Revive Your GSA and How can students be safe if teachers 
don’t feel safe? 
4. Overall Design of Data Collection 
Data collection occurred in 1999. Survey construction occurred in May, 
June, and July. Interviews were conducted in July through October. A pilot test 
of the survey was conducted in September. In early October the survey was 
modified in light of the results of the pilot test. In mid-October a post card was 
mailed to an advisor of the 162 public school GSAs active during the 98/99 
school year asking that they participate in the upcoming survey. The survey 
was mailed in late October. Three weeks later a follow-up survey was mailed to 
non-respondents. All surveys were received by the third week in December. 
E. Data Management and Analysis Procedures 
Data management and analysis typically entails six phases (Rossman & 
Rallis, 1997). The initial phases are organizing the data; becoming familiar with 
it; generating categories, themes and patterns; and coding the data. These 
initial phases are followed by searching for alternative explanations for the data 
then writing the report. 
1. Interviews 
As soon as possible after each elite interview, I made a written 
transcription of each interview tape. After completing the initial transcription of 
an interview, I listened to the interview tape while reading the transcription to 
ensure that the tape was accurately transcribed. 
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During this process, I began the process of becoming familiar with the 
data. Initial thoughts about categories, themes, and possible patterns surfaced 
frequently while transcribing data. I kept a journal handy while transcribing and 
stopped to record ideas that surfaced during this process. These ideas were 
used to generate categories, themes, and patterns that integrated into coding 
and analyzing the data. 
Once I ensured the accuracy of the transcription of interviews, I mailed a 
copy to each interviewee. I asked interviewees to verify the accuracy of the 
transcript and, where necessary, to make comments necessary to clarify 
statements made during the interview. 
At that point the data were entered into HyperQual2, a qualitative 
research data management program. I used this program for two previous 
research projects and found it quite useful for managing and coding data. Each 
interview transcript received an initial coding immediately after being entered 
into HyperQual2. Themes generated during the transcription as well as the six 
research questions for the study were used for this coding. 
Next, I created a process I call charting. Using a sheet of newsprint for 
each of the research questions I constructed a word web for each question with 
all data pertaining to the question from all interviews. This information was 
recorded on the newsprint for each question. I used different colors for each 
agency: green for Department of Education, purple for GLSEN, blue for 
Governor's Commission, and red for thoughts of my own that arose during the 
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process. I used different colors so that I could make comparisons between data 
from interviewees from different agencies. 
As I charted each interview I wrote the initials of the interviewee and the 
line number from the interview transcript next to each data bit so that I could 
easily connect each piece of data to its interview context. 
This process proved to be helpful because it provided an opportunity to 
become familiar with the data. The complexity of the data became obvious 
during this process. The picture of the data created by these charts proved 
useful during later stages of data analysis. There were many instances when I 
returned to my charts to see how the early and later phases of data analysis 
meshed. 
Initial coding was framed by the research questions. During the initial 
coding I created sub-categories within the six questions. For example, rather 
than simply coding a data bit as simply a benefit of GSAs I coded data as a 
benefit for a particular type of student such as benefit for questioning students or 
benefit for transgender students. 
As I moved through the process of coding and charting interviews 
categories arose that seemed more reasonable for coding than my initial 
research question frame did. I attempted to remain as close to my original 
perception of the categories as possible, but that was not totally possible 
because my mindset shifted significantly while the process unfolded. To the 
extent possible I kept track of the changes in my thinking in my code book. 
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To establish a framework for accurately interpreting the data I looked up 
the words purpose, strength, challenge, and outcome in a dictionary. I wrote 
each word and its definition on a large piece of newsprint. I assigned each 
word a color. Then, I went through a hard copy of the data coded as “original 
purpose” during my initial coding and decided which were actually purposes, 
strengths, challenges, benefits, or outcomes based on dictionary definitions. I 
color-coded each data bit and wrote a phrase that captured the meaning of 
each one with the proper category on the newsprint. Having the definitions for 
key concepts written on the newsprint helped me to accurately categorize each 
data bit as a purpose (something to aim at) or a strength (something with power 
to influence). 
This process was so useful that I decided to examine the interview 
transcripts using the same process. I examined the interview transcripts to 
ensure that I did not omit important data from the process of making meaning of 
the purposes of GSAs. By the time this process ended I had a chart that 
categorized the purposes, strengths, and challenges connected with GSAs. 
Outcomes and benefits were categorized together for additional processing at a 
later time. 
Elite interviews were conducted in the first stage of the study. Each was 
transcribed, coded and analyzed before analysis of the survey began. This 
allowed current practice in GSAs to be analyzed in relationship to the broad 
vision for GSAs described in the elite interviews. 
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2. Survey 
Surveys were managed with the use of two computer programs. 
FileMaker Pro was used to manage data from closed-ended questions and 
HyperQual2 was used for open-ended questions. Each survey was marked 
with an identification number which corresponded to the record number in 
FileMaker Pro. Survey data was entered into the appropriate computer 
program. 
a. Closed-ended questions 
The FileMaker Pro data base for closed-ended questions was created so 
that most data could be entered by clicking on a box. This data entry process 
minimized the number of data entry errors. To ensure accuracy of data entry, 
the information for each survey was proofread immediately after it was entered. 
An individual layout was created in the data base for each closed-ended 
question so that calculations about numbers and percentages of responses 
could be calculated by the computer. Raw data and percentages of responses 
were recorded on a blank copy of the original survey. Some data, such as how 
often or where GSAs met required no further analysis and could be reported as 
part of the description about the structure of GSAs. 
Other data was more complicated and required additional processing. 
For this, I created data layouts so that connections between parts of the data 
could be identified. For example, I created a layout that included all data 
related to advisor age, gender, sexual orientation, professional role, and years 
in the school. Also on this layout were data about the number of years the GSA 
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was active. This layout allowed analysis of patterns related to advisors as well 
as how patterns change for newer versus older GSAs. Another layout was 
created so that the sexual orientation of advisors and sexual orientation of 
student members could be compared. Several other layouts were created that 
allowed comparison of data so that relationships among varied questions could 
be identified. 
One survey question asked advisors to circle the answer on a Likert 
scale that most closely described how often their GSA formally or informally 
discussed twenty-one topics during the 98/99 school year. The first step of data 
analysis for these sub-questions was categorizing each as either educational, 
social, or support to correspond to the three purposes that GSAs play. Of the 
twenty-one topics seven subquestions related to social topics, six to educational 
topics, and eight to support-related topics. The next step involved sorting 
answers by these three categories so that comparisons could be made among 
the varied topics that occur at GSA meetings, 
b. Open-ended questions 
Data from open-ended questions was entered word-for-word into 
HyperQual2. Each answer was coded with the identification number of the GSA 
to which it related. Data from these questions was categorized using the six 
conceptual sub-questions for this study. Then, for each subquestion, data bits 
were coded and sorted into categories so that themes could be discerned. 
When the research report was written comments from advisors that represented 
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most closely represented the types of answers given were selected for being 
quoted as a way of providing depth and validity. 
By the time this process was carried out the structural framework for 
analysis of qualitative data had been created during the analysis of the 
interview data. The same framework was utilized for analysis of the open- 
ended questions. This allowed connections to be drawn between the visionary 
perceptions about the GSA from interview participants and the more 
experienced-based perceptions of GSA advisors. 
3. Qbsatyattens 
After each workshop my field notes were transcribed as soon as possible 
after the events occurred. Data were not entered into either of the data 
management computer programs. Instead, the transcripts of the observations 
were read and relevant parts of the data were incorporated into the written 
report. The data gathered during these observations served the purpose of 
deepening data gathered from advisors on the survey and to validate data 
gathered through elite interviews. 
F. Personal Biograohv 
I have been involved in the SSGLSP for seven years through my role as 
Health Education Coordinator for the Hampshire Regional School District. In 
this role, I guided our Safe Schools Program through a prolonged, virulent 
attack by the Religious Right. During and after the attack I was the primary 
support for four young women who started a gay/straight alliance in our school 
district. 
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As a lesbian who was closeted during my sixteen years as a secondary 
school teacher, I am intimately aware of the pain of hiding one’s sexual identity. 
I know how schools silence lesbians and gays and how they socialize us to be 
fearful and to assume we are “less than” heterosexuals. I know how schools, 
historically, have failed lesbian and gay youth. 
During the time when I supported the young women who founded our 
GSA, I saw first hand how their fears were intertwined with courage. I witnessed 
their struggles with coming to grips with their sexual identities and was buoyed 
by their insistence on standing up for what they knew as truth. 
As a middle-aged lesbian who found her own voice and power through 
helping a GSA get started and as an educator who has personally witnessed 
the power of GSAs in the lives of young people, I believe that GSAs are a 
potentially important tool for transforming schools into emotionally and 
physically safe places for lesbian and gay students. 
I care deeply about making the lives of the current generation of lesbian 
and gay students better than the fear-filled one experienced by my generation. I 
believe research clarifying the purposes and functions of GSAs can be a useful 
step realizing the full potential for supporting lesbian and gay youth. 
Overall, my pro-GSA bias and my status as a lesbian will be helpful. I 
believe that lesbian and gay participants will be able to be open with me in a 
way they could not be with a straight researcher. I believe there is a tendency to 
gloss over the problems within GSAs because so many people want them, and 
maybe even need them, to be successful. The symbolic nature of GSAs as the 
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standard-bearer of the Safe Schools Program creates a need to have them 
appear wonderful and strong. My impression is that people seem to cover up 
the weaknesses. If someone who is strongly pro-GSA can identify areas 
needing improvement, as described through the eyes of participants, then 
admitting that some things need to be changed won’t be so threatening. I 
believe honest reflection will strengthen GSAs. 
What assumptions affected my study? The existence of GSAs in public 
schools is desirable. GSAs are generally good, but they have some problems. 
GSAs are more useful for straight students than for lesbian and gay because 
the voices of straight members and advisors seem to silence youth in the very 
environment in which they are supposedly safe. 
Grossman (1993) enumerated the assumptions which guided his 
thinking during the process of developing a course which addressed 
homophobia: homosexuality is a normal sexual variation, adolescent 
homosexuality is not a phase, sexual orientation is established in early 
childhood, and homophobia hurts people very deeply. I personally hold these 
same assumptions; all inform and shape this research project. 
G. Researcher’s Role 
My role as a researcher entails both technical and interpersonal 
considerations. Technical considerations involved negotiating entry, the 
degree of revealing the purpose of the study, and the degree of my participation 
with the two population samples. Negotiating entry was fairly simple because of 
the relationships which I have built with people at all levels of the SSGLSP. 
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Even with interviewees I had not yet met, securing interviews was fairly easy 
because of the credibility I have with people they know. I fully revealed the 
purpose of my study to participants. Full revelation was important because it 
allowed honest probing for detailed data during interviews. Also, I have 
working relationships with Department of Education staff and I meet GSA 
advisors and students at various events so any degree of not revealing the 
purpose of the study carries the potential of damaging relationships. The data 
collection methods I utilized did not require direct participation with GSAs. 
1. Trustworthiness 
Trustworthiness was established through triangulation of data gathering 
techniques and sources, a research journal, and using a mix of qualitative and 
quantitative data. The major data gathering techniques included elite 
interviews with SSGLSP staff members and a survey of GSA advisors. Some 
additional data was collected through observations of three GSA-related 
events. Thoughts and concepts that arose in one of the two population samples 
were clarified and deepened through interviews or surveys with the other 
population. The rigor of this study was ensured through maintenance of a 
research journal in which I documented the data gathering and analysis 
process. Using a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods enabled the study 
to focus in both depth and breadth. 
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2. Ethical considerations 
Mathison, Ross, and Cornett (1993) enumerated several ethical issues 
for consideration when conducting fieldwork for qualitative research. The 
issues they address provided a framework for this section of this paper. 
a. Informed Consent 
I gave potential interviewees a verbal overview of the study along with 
the expectations of them and myself. I told interviewees they could withdraw 
from the study at any time until December 1999. At the beginning of the 
interview, participants signed an informed consent form. Participants in elite 
interviews read transcripts of each interview and had opportunity to correct or 
clarify anything in the transcript. 
b. Deception 
Deception was avoided by conducting interviews with fully informed 
participants with full disclosure of the purpose of the study. The report of my 
findings is as accurate and truthful as possible. 
c. Right to Privacy 
Right to privacy had to be considered in two ways for this research 
project. First, I expected at the outset that anonymity for survey respondents 
could be easily ensured by reporting survey data as combined data. Second, 
there has been only one chairperson of the Governor’s Commission on Gay 
and Lesbian Youth and one founding director of the SSGLSP for the 
Department of Education. The uniqueness of those positions made it 
impossible to protect the anonymity of those individuals without omitting the 
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designations of their positions. Because of their positions the perspectives of 
both individuals are very important. Therefore, because of the importance of 
their perspectives coupled with the impossibility of protecting their anonymity 
the actual names of the people in those positions are used, 
d. Research Independence 
Although my research was independently conducted, I am not totally 
independent because I work within the Safe Schools Program in a school 
district. I have many colleagues in other schools and at the Department of 
Education. The Department of Education and many people involved with the 
SSGLSP may prefer that only the positive facets of the program be reported. 
Through the project I felt internal pressure to accurately report my findings even 
when it meant pointing out areas of difficulty. It is my intent to identify benefits of 
GSAs so that they can be built upon and to expose weaknesses/costs to 
participants so they can be ameliorated. 
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CHAPTER IV 
DESCRIPTION OF RESULTS 
The purpose of this dissertation was to describe gay/straight alliances 
(GSAs) active during the 98/99 school year. Six questions focused this study: 
(a) What are the roots of GSAs in the public schools of Massachusetts? (b) 
What are the purposes of GSAs? (c) How are GSAs structured? (d) What are 
the outcomes of GSAs? (e) What are the strengths of GSAs? and (f) What are 
the challenges faced by GSAs? 
The roots of GSAs and why they have become such an important part of 
the effort to make schools safer for lesbian and gay students will be explored in 
the first section. A description of the purposes of GSAs then will be provided by 
exploring the original vision for GSAs and how that vision has shifted during 
day-to-day application in public schools. A description of the structural 
organization of GSAs will include an exploration of who is involved, why GSAs 
were formed, and what activities GSAs do. The outcomes, strengths, and 
challenges of GSAs will be described from two perspectives: the more 
abstract/visionary perspective of Governor's Commission and Department of 
Education personnel then from the day-to-day perspective of GSA advisors. 
A. The Roots of GSAs 
The GSA movement has three roots. First is the birth of the gay/straight 
model in a small private school in Massachusetts. The second root is student 
activism leading to passage of the Gay and Lesbian Student Rights Law. The 
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third root is the adoption of the gay/straight model by the Safe Schools Program 
for Gay and Lesbian Students. 
1. The Birth of the Gav/Straight Model 
Boutilier (1999) said the first GSA was formed at Phillips Academy, a 
private school in Massachusetts, in February 1989. The group began when a 
lesbian student and her straight friend approached Boutilier, one of their 
teachers, and “expressed interest in starting a discussion group about gay 
issues and fighting homophobia.” The triad then invited everyone in the school 
community to participate in a “meeting to discuss homophobia.” A group of gay 
and straight students and teachers attended the meeting. 
At that time, Project 10 in Los Angeles, a support group for lesbian and 
gay students, was the only other school-based program. Because the group at 
Phillips Academy wanted to have a broader, more inclusive membership, the 
first gay/straight alliance was born. Boutilier said “we coined the phrase 
because it fit our situation.” The Philips Academy group considered an all¬ 
gay/lesbian model, but decided on an inclusive model because it enabled all 
students to think about their own homophobic attitudes and begin speaking up 
on behalf of others. In some cases, students eventually came out as lesbian or 
gay and began speaking for themselves. The gay/straight model enabled 
students with lesbian or gay family members to have a voice. Boutilier identified 
one disadvantage of the gay/straight model. The group was “making itself 
more palatable by having straight allies” talk for the lesbians and gays in the 
school community. 
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The gay/straight model originated at Phillips Academy gradually was 
adopted by other private schools and, eventually, by some public schools in 
Massachusetts as the result of workshops Boutlilier led for teachers. 
Information about the gay/straight model also filtered informally through “social 
networks, coaching networks, academic disciplines” when teachers talked 
about what they were doing in their schools. 
When the Governor's Commission began discussing what sort of peer 
support groups to recommend to the Massachusetts Board of Education they 
had two models to choose from - the gay/straight model originated at Phillips 
Academy or the lesbian and gay alliance model that was successful in colleges. 
David LaFontaine said the Governor's Commission 
made a conscious decision to present this model (GSA) to the Board of 
Education and to make it the heart of the Safe Schools Program because 
it works so well and it brings in a very broad array of students. It creates 
the safe atmosphere that the gay students want and it sends a very 
inclusive message. It is not discriminatory. We have a lot more credibility 
in combating discrimination if the models we use, are themselves, 
inclusive. 
2. Student Activism 
Student activism was the second root of the GSA model in 
Massachusetts. Before the Governor's Commission for Gay and Lesbian Youth 
was formed students were intensely involved in the civil rights movement for 
gay and lesbian students through the Student Advisory Council (SAC) to the 
Massachusetts Board of Education. During its twenty-five plus years of 
existence SAC played a major role in the passage of several laws. 
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Shane, a former member of the SAC, explained the history of student 
involvement. Shane explained that when students on the legislative committee 
of SAC decided which issues to tackle during the 91/92 school year “working on 
including sexual orientation in the state’s anti-discrimination law” emerged as 
one of five priorities. That year SAC worked with Representative Byron Rushing 
on a bill that prohibited discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation, but 
“nothing really happened.” During the 92/93 school year, Shane’s second year 
on the SAC, the group was “really active around letter writing and trying to get 
other students across the state to write letters.” That year the bill “got out of 
committee and got to the floor of the House,” but was not passed until the 
following school year. Shane attended the ceremony when Governor William 
Weld signed in the bill into law on December 10, 1993. Shane’s description of 
that day in the following passage is important because it illustrates the powerful 
of students using their voices. 
I remember the feeling in the room that day. That was like VICTORY and 
sort of like, all these kids had worked really hard to get to this place 
where they were standing on that day. Being in that hall - it felt like we 
had won; like we had moved a step towards having a state that was 
really making a statement around really supporting ALL students and 
feeling really liberated and free. It was very joyous that day. There was a 
lot of clapping and a lot of hooting. It was a very powerful experience for 
me to be in that place on that day. 
None of us knew what was going to happen with that. None of us 
knew that in the next year there would be fifty or sixty gay/straight 
alliances or something like that. Or, like the Safe Schools Program. 
Nobody knew that it would grow the way it did, but we all knew it was 
going to be better. We all knew that the fact that the governor signed the 
bill that day and that all of us had come together meant there were really 
going to be some changes. It meant kids were going to have an 
opportunity to have protection in their schools if they were out or not out 
or perceived to be gay. There would at least be some mechanism to say 
to their school and their teachers and the administrators that there was a 
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law now that sort of protected them because that’s who they were and, 
regardless of the fact that they were gay or GLBT, there was protection 
there - FINALLY. It was a really big deal for everyone who was there. 
Jeff Perrotti said the Department of Education supported the students 
who were lobbying for the law through workshops on sexual orientation, the 
process of lobbying, and how to start a GSA. The support provided to SAC 
members was instrumental in starting the GSA movement because, as Shane 
explained, SAC members “were able to take the information back to their 
individual schools, back to their regions and share it with other students.” 
These students were already elected leaders in their schools so the information 
they took back was usually well received. Through this process, students were 
actively involved in advocating for the creation of GSAs in their schools. 
3. The Safe Schools Program for Gav and Lesbian Students 
The development of peer support groups, which became known as 
GSAs, are one of four recommended components of the SSGLSP. Quinn 
explained that 
the reason that such emphasis has been placed on the recommendation 
about starting GSAs is because ... in terms of visibility, in terms of 
impact, the GSA is the most tangible and it is very simple to connect the 
other recommendations to it. 
Connecting GSAs to the other recommendations is easier, in part, because the 
SSGLSP was “set up around constituencies” that can provide support for 
lesbian and gay students. Policy development focuses on administrators, 
training for staff, and family support for parents of lesbian and gay students. 
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GSAs provide a site on which all three constituencies can focus to provide 
support. 
The Department of Education also emphasized GSAs because they 
strengthen each of the other components of the SSGLSP. In terms of policy, 
schools are required by law to bring their non-discrimination policies into 
compliance with the law. Quinn said in some schools, “students rely on that to 
support the creation of the GSA” while in other schools where a GSA is formed 
before the policy is changed “students can work with their administrators and 
with their school to revise policies.” 
The formation of GSAs was connected to the staff development 
recommendation because they help teachers understand the need for training 
by putting a human face on discrimination. Avery described two ways in which 
connection can be made. One way is to have a training because “there is 
someone in the school who wants to start a GSA or knows something needs to 
happen, but want to get the faculty on board first.” In such cases Department of 
Education or GLSEN conducts a training about possible action steps that a 
school can to take to help improve the climate for lesbian and gay students with 
one of the options being to support students in forming a gay/straight alliance. 
The other way is "that the GSAs sometimes play a role in educating the faculty” 
which can be accomplished when students go “to the faculty and talk about their 
own personal experiences” or bringing in trainers from Department of Education 
or GLSEN. 
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Some GSAs are strengthening the recommendation to provide support 
for the families of lesbian and gay students by reinterpreting the 
recommendation. Some GSAs have interpreted this recommendation to mean 
support for the family and have sponsored family nights. Avery shared the 
following example of the support that can occur at a family-focused event. At a 
GSA-sponsored family night 
there was somebody there who was very well known in the community - 
an older woman who didn’t have a child in the school system now. But, 
the library that we were in was actually named after her and her family so 
this was a pillar of the community. She came out for the first time about 
having a gay son which was very powerful. 
The three roots of the GSA movement are intertwined because each 
developed within a relatively short time frame and because each contributed to 
the growth of the others. The model developed in the private schools was used 
for the peer support group component of the SSGLSP. In addition, student 
activism advocating for the non-discrimination law provided a strong example 
the power of gays and straights working in alliance. During the time it took 
students and supportive legislators to pass that law, the Governor's 
Commission was formed and four of its five recommendations were accepted by 
the state Board of Education. The recommendations were used as the basis for 
the development of the SSGLSP. 
The Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth and the 
Department of Education agree that the “overriding vision” for the SSGLSP was 
to create safe schools in which lesbian and gay students would be supported. 
GSAs are one way that vision could be carried out. In the next section, the 
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original purpose for GSAs will be described through data provided during 
interviews with David LaFontaine, the first and only Chairperson of the 
Governor's Commission, and Jeff Perrotti, the Founding Director of the 
SSGLSP at the Department of Education. 
B. Purposes of GSAs 
The original purpose of GSAs was to support lesbian and gay students 
by providing a safe place. David said “originally, we thought a gay/straight 
alliance would be a safe place for lesbian and gay students or straight students 
to go.” Jeff agreed and added that he perceived GSAs to be “a sort of place 
where gay, lesbian and bisexual students would be able to get support.” 
Though the Governor's Commission and Department of Education 
agreed that the purpose of GSAs was to provide a safe, supportive place within 
the school, the agencies had different perspectives on the centrality of GSAs to 
the goal of making schools safe for lesbian and gay students. The Governor's 
Commission believed safety and support could be addressed most effectively 
through GSAs. David said gay/straight alliances “are really what the Safe 
Schools Program is all about. Training faculty members was a way of 
supporting GSAs. The goal of all the trainings and all the workshops is the 
formation of these gay/straight alliances.” 
The Department of Education perspective was that GSAs were just one 
of several ways to create safety. Jeff’s early thinking as not about “touting the 
gay/straight alliances ... as being all or the major part of what the program was 
about.” Instead, he believed “there were a lot of ways to make the schools safe 
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for gay and lesbian students without programming that was directed to them 
exclusively.” 
One way was to focus on the Massachusetts Board of Education’s 
recommendation that school staff be trained, particularly around issues of 
suicide and violence prevention. The belief that safety and support for students 
could be generated through staff training was based on three reasons. First, 
early in the development of the SSGLSP Jeff realized that “people are more 
comfortable with the notion of teacher trainings, faculty trainings and especially 
guidance counselors being trained” than with student trainings. Second, he 
thought that by starting at a point where there was some level of comfort, staff 
workshops could be used as a vehicle to move people toward “really being 
comfortable with gay and lesbian issues and with the language and with the 
topic.” Third, Jeff said that at the Department of Education 
there was some reticence in involving students in a major role in the 
beginning. I think there was some people’s fears recognizing that once 
you deal directly with students the stakes are higher around generating 
controversy because ... dealing directly with students is where parents 
are more likely to complain or the risk of opposition being reared is 
greater. 
Another way to make schools safer for lesbian and gay students was to 
make it safer for adults in the school community to come out as lesbian or gay. 
Jeff, and others at the Department of Education, talked about “gay, lesbian, and 
bisexual students not being safe until school personnel were safe.” That belief 
was grounded in Jeff’s own experience as a student. He said, “I knew from my 
own experience that I was affected by closeted teachers who I knew were gay 
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and what a difference it would have made for me if they had been out, if they 
didn’t feel like they had to hide who they were.” 
Jeff said that “in the beginning we talked about the gay/straight alliances 
theoretically” as a place for providing support for lesbian and gay students, but 
the original purpose “shifted when we saw really who was coming to the groups 
and what their role actually was in the school.” Val said that in the first few 
years that GSAs were created only a few students disclosed a lesbian or gay 
identity while “the majority were either identifying as straight and needing to 
enter the GSA through that identification or were straight and just wanted to 
help.” David’s perception was that once students who attended GSAs “realized 
there was some support they really rallied themselves” and moved GSAs 
beyond a site for support into activism. 
Based on experience with actual practice within GSAs, Lee 
conceptualized a tripartite model that named support along with social and 
educational as the purposes of GSAs. In retrospect, Jeff acknowledged that the 
roles of GSAs 
always seemed threefold - educational, social, and support for kids. I’d 
say we thought they would be primarily support and didn’t realize the 
form they would end up taking would be educational and social as well. I 
don’t think we were aware of how political or how much of an advocacy 
role they would have to appropriate in order to do the work. 
These three purposes have become an integral part of the GSA model in 
Massachusetts. Department of Education and GLSEN staff often use them as a 
foundation for training sessions with new GSAs. Jeff said “one of the exercises 
that we do in that training is to talk about what are the purposes of a GSA. We 
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break that down into three general categories - that GSAs are for support, that 
GSAs are educational or political either within or outside of the school and the 
community, that GSAs provide an avenue for social interaction. Most GSAs do 
at least one of those things, many do two. Some do all three. There may be 
other things that people come up with, but in general, they fit into those three 
categories.” 
The three components overlap. For example, the process of planning an 
educational event provides both social interaction and support. Shelby 
suggested "it is hard to differentiate between support and education. Anything 
could be one or the other at any given point in time.” 
1. Support 
Providing support was the original purpose of GSAs, however, two 
questions must be raised about support: (a) What does support for lesbian and 
gay students mean? (b) How do GSAs fulfill the purpose of providing support 
for lesbian and gay students? 
Department of Education and Governor's Commission interviewees said 
they define support "broadly” because it “can take a whole lot of forms” and “can 
happen on different levels.” When asked what support means interviewees 
gave a range of answers such as “making a student feel safe in school,” 
“affirmation of one’s identity," “access to community resources," or “showing 
them different role models of adults who are out.” One interviewee said “we can 
talk about support in terms of dealing with discrimination, dealing with 
harassment, problems with families, problems with friends, feeling like they 
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don’t have a place to go because there Is not an organized community in their 
area.” No common definition of support could be distilled from the wide range 
of responses. Instead, the responses provided a list of possible qualities that 
could be useful in developing a common definition of support. 
Val, who came to work at the Department of Education early in the 
development of the SSGLSP and had a lot of responsibility for shaping the 
practical application of GSAs, acknowledged that “some people were confused” 
by the terminology that defined GSAs as support groups, but the Department of 
Education “very clearly said this is not a counseling group. Val explained that to 
the Department of Education, 
support meant coming together and talking about issues. Talking about 
homophobia they heard in the hallways, if they were harassed, if they 
were coming out what kind of resources could we offer people, what the 
process is like to come out - those kinds of things. 
Val explained that there were several reasons why support was not 
interpreted as counseling. First, “not every kid who is gay or lesbian needs 
counseling.” Second, “people who came to meetings were too afraid to identity 
themselves as gay, lesbian, and bisexual or were heterosexual” so identifying a 
pool of students needing counseling would have been very difficult. Third, it 
was important to realize that the people volunteering to start GSAs “were 
teachers. They were not counselors.” Department of Education literature 
defines GSAs as support groups, but there is only a vague notion of what is 
meant by support. 
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2. Education 
Avery noted that education within the school was the “most common 
purpose of GSAs” possibly because it “is more obvious about how everyone" 
regardless of sexual identify “can be part of doing something idealistic, 
something empowering, something that get results in the school.” The 
educational aspect of GSAs involves awareness and knowledge about 
homophobia or lesbian and gay students in the school through educating 
themselves, educating others, advocating for increased educational resources 
in the library and classrooms, and advocating for curriculum change. 
Department of Education staff believe the educational component of 
GSAs contributes to providing support in two ways. First, it provides a forum for 
decreasing the invisibility of lesbian and gay students. Val said “in order to 
provide support for kids you had to provide education of other students and 
faculty because you’re not going to . . . be able to provide support without 
educating the larger group.” Second, by participating in efforts to educate 
themselves and others GSA members learn skills such as researching and 
articulating their positions on controversial, real-life issues or how to plan and 
carry out an event. 
The Department of Education prefers to think of this aspect of GSAs as 
purely educational, but these activities are also political. David said, “we are 
teaching them to be activists, to be advocates for themselves.” He talked at 
length about how activism acts as a support for lesbian and gay students. 
A lot of these kids initially feel very left out, they feel helpless, and they 
feel they don’t have a voice. Through the activism, they realize they can 
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change the negative things in their environment. But, initially, they 
internalize the negative things in their environment and they think what’s 
negative is what's inside them. So, the activism is essential for helping 
people realize that what is wrong, for the most part, is not what’s inside 
them, but what is around them. That is a fairly sophisticated analysis, but 
I think it is something that makes or breaks people who are members of 
minority groups. If you internalize all those negative messages and 
images and language and the stereotypes, that becomes part of you and 
you don’t see the cultural problem. Then, the depression and the 
destructive behaviors are going to continue. Activism gives kids a 
different way of looking at themselves. It helps them make the transition 
from feeling they’re victims to feeling that they have some power. So, it’s 
political, but it is also psychological. 
It is psychological in that they change how they view themselves 
as people and they start to develop a more sophisticated analysis of the 
individual in relation to his or her environment which is not an easy. Most 
of us tend to take things very personally. Part of what we’re saying to 
these kids is look at what surrounds you. Look at your classmates. Look 
at your curriculum. Look at the school environment and see what you 
can do to make changes in that environment AND while you’re doing 
this, probably you’ll start to feel better about yourself. It doesn’t mean 
their lives are going to be perfect, but I’ve seen amazing transformations 
with these kids. You see that as they get more and more into the activism 
their self-esteem improves. 
Interviewees expressed the perception that student activism is beneficial 
on two levels. At the institutional level it stimulates discussion of previously 
ignored topics and has the potential to challenge people to examine the norms 
embedded in the school climate. At the personal level, activism provides an 
outlet for adolescent idealism as well as an avenue for positive risk-taking. 
Straight allies can gain personal strength by helping others who may not be 
able to advocate for themselves. Moreover, lesbian and gay students have the 
opportunity to transform internalized oppression by speaking out for 
themselves. 
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3. Social 
The social purpose of GSAs provides a healthy atmosphere for having 
fun with other adolescents and for learning interpersonal skills. David said 
“Social is a big part of the value of gay/straight alliances. It is incredibly 
important for gay and lesbian people to socialize in an environment where 
dating or sexuality is not the main issue - where the main issue is having 
friends, talking about one’s identity.” He described one aspect of GSAs as “kids 
socializing in an environment where there is not alcohol or drugs or smoking or 
things like that. It is a nice, wholesome atmosphere.” 
Personnel from Department of Education and Governor's Commission 
believe GSAs provide the opportunity for students to form a supportive network 
of friends. Jeff said the social aspect is about “having a place to meet other 
people who are thinking in the same ways and to have fun with them.” The 
social events sponsored by GSAs provide a place “where it is safe for kids to be 
who they are”. 
Because of the isolation many lesbian and gay youth experience, Lee 
believes that having opportunities to learn social skills is a particularly important 
developmental need. She said “ their egos and their esteems have been so 
squashed that getting them around peers their own age and letting them bump 
up against each other and learn, not in some secretive fashion like the bar 
culture, but out in the open and let them learn social skills.” 
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C... The Structural Organization of Gav/Straiaht Alliances 
The structural organization of GSAs will be described by answering four 
questions: (a) How are GSAs organized in terms of frequency, location, and 
size? (b) How are GSAs publicized? (c) Who is involved in GSAs? (d) What 
do GSAs do? 
i. .Meetings 
According to GSA advisors, the frequency with which GSAs meet varies 
greatly. Forty-two percent of GSAs meet once a week. Thirty-seven percent 
meet two or three times a month. Thirteen percent of GSAs meet once a month. 
Three percent of GSAs meet more than four times a month. One advisor 
reported that the GSA in his school meets only four times a year. 
Sixty percent of GSAs meet in a classroom. The second most common 
meeting place is a general purpose room (15%). A small number of groups, 
8%, meet in the guidance office. Three percent of GSAs meet in a space 
designated as a GSA room or office. Three percent meet in the school library. 
Other spaces used for GSA meetings include the mediation office, conference 
room, health coordinator’s office, audio-visual studio, an empty office, or the 
student access center. 
The average size of GSAs, according to questionnaire respondents, is 
thirteen members. For the purposes of this study small GSAs were defined as 
having ten or less members. Medium sized GSAs had eleven to twenty 
members and large GSAs had twenty-one or more members. Ninety-three 
percent of all GSAs in this study were small or medium in size. 
90 
A few generalizations can be made about the relationship between GSA 
size and school size. First, none of the schools with a population under 750 
had a large GSA. Second, the percentage of small GSAs decreased as the 
size of the school increased. Third, the size of a GSA could not be predicted 
based on the size of the school population. For example, small or medium size 
GSAs comprised eighty-seven percent of those in schools with a population of 
750-1500 which is very similar to the eighty-eight percent of small or medium 
GSAs schools with a population of 1501-2250. In addition, twelve percent of 
GSAs in the larger school population are categorized as large, but in smaller 
schools ten percent of the GSAs are large. Again, the percentage in the larger 
and smaller schools is very similar. Another indication that school population is 
not a predictor of GSA size is that almost half of schools with a population of 
750-1500 and thirty-eight percent of schools with a population of 1501-2250 
have small GSAs. 
One GSA was markedly different in size from others in the study. It had a 
membership of seventy-three students in 98/99. The school, located in a 
suburb of Boston, had a population of 750-1500 students. Survey responses 
from the advisor of this group offered no answer about why this group has so 
many more members than other GSAs. The principal and department heads 
are active on the Safe Schools Task Force group so perhaps the GSA has 
better than average support from the school administration. Another possibility 
for the apparent popularity of this club is a high level of student responsibility for 
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the group. The GSA advisor reported that students are responsible for planning 
club events and for soliciting the grant that funds the club. 
2. Publicity 
Hanging posters, public address announcements, word of mouth, and 
printed daily announcements were the most commonly used publicity methods 
by GSAs. The methods used for advertising of meetings had little apparent 
influence on meeting attendance. Analysis of how meetings were advertised 
compared with meeting attendance revealed no indication of which publicity 
method was most effective in attracting members. Six of the eight smallest 
GSAs used a combination of at least three of the four most commonly used 
publicity methods and six of the eight largest GSAs do the same. The very large 
GSA with seventy-three members reports using only word-of-mouth and 
announcements on the public address system on a regular basis. 
3. Student Membership 
Seventy percent of GSA members were female, 29% were male, and 1% 
were transgendered. Fifty-four percent of GSA members were heterosexual, 
13% were lesbian, 12% bisexual, 11% were questioning, 9% gay, and 1% 
transgendered. Of the students who, to the best of the advisors’ knowledge, are 
lesbian, bisexual, or gay, 39% identify lesbian, 36% identify as bisexual, and 
25% identify as gay. 
Eighty-seven percent of GSA members were white, 4% were African 
American, 4% Asian/Pacific Islander, 4% Latino(a), 0.3% Native American, and 
were 0.1% Arab. Ninety-one percent of GSAs have an all white or 
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predominately white membership. Forty-nine percent of GSAs have an all white 
membership. An additional 42% of GSA have a membership that is at least 
75% white. Nine percent of GSAs have a range of 39-50% students of color. 
One GSA is 100% students of color with 4 African American, 3 Asian, and 1 
Latino member. 
4. Advisor? 
Sixty-six percent of advisors were female, 34% were male, and none 
were transgendered. In this study, forty-eight percent of GSA advisors were 
teachers, thirty-six percent were adjustment counselors or school psychologists, 
three percent were health coordinators. Seventeen percent of advisors filled 
other professional roles in the school such as librarian, audio-visual director, or 
mediation coordinator. Sixty-nine percent of advisors were paid a stipend while 
the other thirty-one percent were unpaid volunteers. Of the advisors who 
received a stipend, seventy-three percent were paid through funds from the 
Safe Schools grant and twenty-seven percent were paid through the budget of 
their school district. 
Of the advisors who identified their sexual orientation, sixty-six percent 
were heterosexual, 20% were lesbian, 13% were gay, and 1% were bisexual. 
No advisor identified themselves as questioning. 
In the first year of GSA development, sixty-three percent of advisors 
identified as lesbian or gay and only thirty-seven percent as heterosexual. In 
GSAs started in the second, third, or fourth year of the SSGLSP, only sixteen 
percent of the advisors identified as lesbian or gay while eighty-four percent 
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identified as straight. With GSAs starting in the fifth or sixth years of the 
program, half of the advisors identified as lesbian or gay and half as 
heterosexual. 
There are a few possible explanations for the apparent trend. In the first 
year of the SSGLSP lesbian and gay educators may have felt a sense of 
urgency to get involved. Perhaps reason for the rise in numbers of lesbian and 
gay advisors in the fifth and sixth years of the SSGLSP is that with longevity of 
the GSA movement and with increased visibility of issues around lesbian and 
gay students enough safety has been created for greater numbers of lesbian or 
gay adults to become involved with GSAs. 
Why and when individuals became involved as GSA advisors and how 
personal sexual identity affected that decision is a possible area of investigation 
for a future study. Such a study could shed light on when and why school staff 
of different sexual orientations are willing to take risks involved in GSAs. Jeff 
Perrotti indicated that he believed it is important to create safety for adults to 
come out in schools as one way of making it safe for lesbian and gay students 
to become involved in GSAs. Investigating the dynamics of when and why 
lesbian and gay adults become advisors may shed some light on the question 
of how to make it safer for them to publicly identify as lesbian or gay in school. 
5. Policy on Disclosure 
When asked whether disclosing sexual orientation at GSA meetings is 
optional, encouraged, or discouraged an overwhelming number, 96% reported 
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that disclosure is optional. Three percent of GSAs encouraged disclosure of 
sexual orientation. One percent discouraged disclosure. 
In the GSAs that encouraged disclosure of sexual orientation the 
percentage of heterosexual students is much smaller (33%) than in GSAs in 
which disclosure was optional (54%). The reported percentages raise some 
questions because the number of students identifying as bisexual, gay, or 
lesbian is much higher in GSAs that encourage disclosure (53%) versus those 
in which disclosure is optional (35%). Is the higher rate of disclosure due to a 
greater sense of openness about sexual orientation? Is it due to pressure to be 
viewed as a lesbian and gay in a gay/straight alliance? Is the apparent 
difference of no significance because the number reporting encouraging 
disclosure is too small in this particular study? 
IL-VWny-GSAs Were Formed 
In an open-ended question respondents to the survey were asked to 
explain what prompted the formation of a GSA in their school. About forty 
percent of respondents indicated that GSAs were formed at the request of 
students. Of these GSAs, about a quarter were formed because of requests 
from lesbian or gay students. One GSA was formed, according to the GSA 
advisor, because “a strong, open lesbian student asked nicely and a principal 
worried about law suits.” 
About twenty percent of GSAs were formed in reaction to either specific 
incidents of harassment or discomfort with an intolerant school climate. One 
advisor wrote, “a serious instance of harassment occurred based on sexual 
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orientation. At that time, the former advisor came out to the faculty and students 
formed a GSA.” In another school the advisor reported, “student risk behavior 
surveys identified intolerance and harassment as issues.” The formation of a 
third GSA was "motivated after conservative community members conflicted 
with the school over bringing in an HIV/AIDS consultant who happens to be 
gay. Students were furious with the comments of the community members and 
furious at their intolerance.” Two advisors reported that GSAs were formed in 
their school in response to student suicides. 
The formation of twenty percent of the GSAs was initiated by adults. 
When adults initiated the formation of GSAs it was usually based on their 
awareness of the needs of students. For example, one advisor wrote that the 
GSA was formed “because the more we read and talked to students, the more 
we recognized the need.” In other cases GSAs were started because adults 
remembered their own high school experience. For example, an advisor wrote 
“I graduated in 1992 and figured that students were still suffering homophobia 
as I had - there was no support for GLBT and allies in school.” A little under 
twenty percent of the GSAs were formed in reaction to the availability of 
Department of Education grants or in response to the recommendations from 
the Department of Education. 
E. GSA Activities 
Neither the Governor’s Commission nor the Department of Education 
have developed policy about what should happen at GSA meetings or what 
GSAs should do in schools. Each GSA is encouraged to choose activities 
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based on the needs and interests of members. However, a generalized picture 
of GSAs emerges based on survey data, collected via open-ended questions, 
about what happens at GSA meetings, the kinds of activities GSAs do within 
their own school, and the activities they engage in outside of school. The 
differences among GSAs are found predominately in the balance of activities for 
support, education, or socializing. 
1. GSA Meetings 
In general, GSA meetings in 98/99 were places for hanging out, having 
discussions, watching videos, eating “a lot of food”, listening to speakers, and 
planning in-school and out-of-school events. Planning events was the most 
common meeting activity in GSAs. Planning in-school educational events, field 
trips, social events, and the practicalities of having a GSA were mentioned by 
many survey respondents. Many advisors named activities that happen at 
meetings of the GSA with which they are involved. Descriptions of two very 
different GSAs provide snapshots of GSA meetings. One advisor described her 
GSA as being rather low key. 
The GSA was comprised of five members. Our meetings were usually 
discussion and information-oriented. Someone might bring in a clipping 
from the newspaper which sparked discussion on the topics of 
discrimination, hatred, or the opposite. It was a meeting designed to be 
one of support and just plain being there for the students that were gay, 
lesbian, etc. 
Another advisor described her more activity-oriented GSA as having meetings 
filled with discussions (often loud), story sharing, dissemination of 
information on activities outside of school, complaining, socializing, 
calling in and speaking with administrators, writing letters to 
administrators, planning events (a dance, our massive ToBGLAD, the 
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annual trip to Rocky Horror, going to plays together, participation in 
marches, etc.), meeting with a gay basher (really!), making and coloring 
posters, eating lunch. 
Many GSAs engaged in visibility-related activities such as making 
posters. Some of the posters were intended to create awareness of the GSA in 
school while others were to announce specific events being held by the GSA. 
Some GSAs reported that their posters are often torn down. A handful of GSAs 
maintained bulletin boards on a regular basis. One GSA, in addition, put up a 
bulletin board specially for gay and lesbian history month. 
Watching movies and videos was a popular activity at GSA meetings. 
Some GSAs simply said they watch movies. Some said they watch movies 
then have a discussion. Several GSAs held movie nights. One ambitious GSA 
made their own movie about “what it is like to be a student who is gay or 
lesbian.” 
Hosting speakers on gay issues was another popular meeting activity. 
GSAs invited a variety of speakers - former students who are lesbian or gay, 
lesbian or gay members of the community, people from speakers’ bureaus, or 
speakers from agencies such as PFLAG or the Governor’s Task Force on Hate 
Crimes. One advisor reported that after a transgender speaker visited the GSA, 
many meetings were spent discussing transgender issues. 
Several advisors reported that discussions were part of their GSA 
meetings. Some groups had only a few discussions during the year while 
others had many discussions. Some of the discussion topics that were current 
events, school issues, personal issues, updates on social activities, 
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experiences with harassment, tolerance and acceptance, issues of diversity, 
“letting off steam”, life in general, and how to respond to homophobic incidents. 
One advisor mentioned that her GSA had one discussion on safer sex 
techniques. 
The survey contained a set of randomly ordered questions about the 
relative frequency of specified topics were discussed formally or informally at 
GSA meetings during the 98/99 school year. The topics have been divided into 
three categories: general educational topics, social topics dealing with general 
interpersonal interactions, topics of particular importance for providing support 
for individual lesbian and gay students. A list of the topics and the percentage 
of GSAs that discussed them is presented in Table 1. 
General educational topics were discussed much more frequently than 
social or support topics. Discussions about why there is homophobia took 
place much less frequently than discussions about how to stop homophobia. It 
is difficult to stop any phenomenon if it’s causes are not understood. Perhaps 
less discussion of the causes of homophobia occurred in GSAs because it is 
easier to understand the causes than it is to stop this, or any, form of oppressive 
behavior. Only one educational topic, GLBT people in history, was not 
discussed frequently in GSA meetings. 
Social topics were discussed second most frequently. The most general 
topics - nurturing friendships, general school topics, and planning social 
activities - were discussed much more frequently than the more personal topics 
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Table 1 - Comparison of Frequency of Discussion Topics at GSA Meetings 
Discussion Topics 
Always/ 
Frequently 
Occasionally Rarely/ 
Never 
EDUCATIONAL TOPICS 
How to stop homophobia 89% 11% 0% 
How to deal with homophobia 77% 21% 2% 
Accurate information about GLBT people 63% 31% 6% 
Why homophobia exists 61% 38% 1% 
Myths/stereotypes about GLBT people 57% 38% 5% 
GLBT people in history 19% 41% 40% 
SOCIAL TOPICS 
Nurturing friendships 69% 24% 7% 
General school topics 61% 29% 9% 
Planning social activities 60% 24% 17% 
Same gender dating 24% 39% 37% 
Comparison of school experience of GLBT and straights 22% 43% 35% 
Mixed gender dating 11% 42% 47% 
Personal sexual ethics 10% 31% 59% 
SUPPORT TOPICS 
How to deal with harassment 68% 27% 5% 
How to deal with threats 51% 32% 16% 
Gender role expectations 25% 41% 34% 
Reasons to stay in school 19% 33% 47% 
Coming out stories 14% 47% 41% 
Substance abuse 11% 36% 53% 
Warning signs of suicide 9% 29% 61% 
Safer sex techniques 4% 24% 72% 
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in the social category. These topics could be expected to arise in the meetings 
of any school-based club regardless of the purpose of the club. 
Social topics at the more personal end of the social continuum were 
discussed much less frequently. Perhaps they are too personal for school. 
Perhaps there was a tendency to avoid personal topics because GSAs were not 
safe enough. Each of these more personal topics could be of particular interest 
to lesbian and gay students. Since talking about dating is an important part of 
adolescence the importance of same gender dating for lesbian and gay 
students is obvious. The need for discussing mixed gender dating may be less 
obvious. Some lesbian and gay students participate in mixed gender dating in 
an attempt to avoid being publicly identified as homosexual or as part normal 
teen experimentation with dating. Statistics on pregnancy reported in the 1997 
Massachusetts Youth Risk Behavior Survey (Education, 1997) indicate that of 
lesbian, gay and bisexual students who reported being sexually active, thirty- 
seven percent of had been pregnant or gotten someone pregnant while only 
fifteen percent of straight, sexually active students had been in the same 
situation. 
Support topics were discussed least frequently in GSAs. This is of 
particular interest since GSAs were originally conceived as support groups for 
lesbian and gay students. Dealing with harassment and threats were the only 
support-related topics that were discussed frequently. The frequency of 
discussions about dealing with harassment and threats implies that schools 
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have not become safe environments for lesbian and gay students despite the 
presence of a GSA. 
The SSGLSP was started because of a report from the Governor's 
Commission that identified school drop out, substance abuse, and suicide as 
particular risks for lesbian and gay students. However, these three topics were 
among the least discussed at GSA meetings. One advisor added a note on the 
survey that indicated they do not talk about suicide because it is addressed in 
health classes. Another said suicide is not discussed at GSA meetings, but 
individual students have come to her to talk about suicide. Coming out is of 
great importance to young lesbians and gays and yet it too was among the least 
frequently discussed topics at GSA meetings. 
Safer sex techniques was the least discussed topic at GSA meetings. 
This is of particular importance because the Department of Education has 
piloted a program in a small number of GSAs to reach young men who have 
sex with men (MSMs). One interviewee said there have been “some heated 
discussions about whether that is the right way to go” because doing HIV 
prevention education in GSAs “changes the inherent focus” of the groups and 
because “kids don’t see the gay/straight alliances as that." The Department of 
Education held a forum for advisors to discuss this issue. Val said that at the 
end of that discussion “the consensus around the room was yes, we need a 
program that meets the needs of MSM kids, but gay/straight alliances aren’t the 
way to do it.” 
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2. In-School Activities 
Within their local schools most GSAs carried out actions that increased 
the visibility of lesbian and gay issues in the school. The most common action 
was to hang posters announcing meetings or upcoming events. Typically, 
posters were hung in guidance offices, nurse’s offices, and hallways. One 
school hung posters explaining the meaning of Safe Zone stickers and a few 
schools held school-wide poster contests. One GSA mounted a “poster 
campaign, but many of them were destroyed by other students.” GSA members 
in one school wore black arm bands after the murder of Matthew Shephard. 
GSAs have hung Diversity flags in locations such as classroom windows, 
the health office, the school library or the window in the front of the school. One 
GSA reports researching the philosophy behind the diversity flag, printing and 
framing it and then hanging it in next to the diversity flag in the library. Several 
GSAs report being pleased with the response from faculty who were asked to 
display Safe Zone stickers in their classrooms. Gay/Lesbian History Month, 
GLBT people in history, and a showcase of GSA materials were all topics of 
displays set up by GSAs. Some GSAs maintain a bulletin board that contains 
information, notices of meetings, or news articles on an ongoing basis. One 
GSA posts its e-mail address on its bulletin board and invites students and staff 
to submit questions and concerns to the group. Another GSA put up a bulletin 
board for gay and lesbian history month. 
GSAs across the state carried out a wide range of awareness events that 
had the effect of increasing the visibility of lesbian and gay issues. Some 
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groups had booths or information tables at events such as Homecoming, 
Parents' Night, health fairs, or in the cafeteria at lunch time. One group held a 
school-wide “open house" for all interested students to recruit new members. 
Another held a sundae social. One GSA sponsored a drawing contest and 
another a T-shirt contest. Some GSAs distributed information, especially for 
National Coming Out Day, or rainbow pins. 
Several GSAs held educational events. A few held assemblies such as 
one on hate crimes or the Anti Defamation League’s Names Can Really Hurt 
Us. Others held AIDS awareness activities such as bringing a portion of the 
AIDS quilt to their schools. One took part in an HIV prevention program. The 
Love Makes a Family and Shared Heart photo exhibits were shown by a few 
GSAs. Several GSAs held awareness days in their school. These included 
Walk in My Shoes Day, Day of Dialogue, or a “Day of Silence. One GSA held 
the Day of Silence to “draw attention to self-silencing practiced by many GLBT 
people.” A second GSA held a similar day to “bring attention to victims of 
aggression.” Other educational events held by GSAs include faculty trainings, a 
staff and family party, a campaign to have people pledge support of the Safe 
School Program, and advising Health and Sexuality course designers. One 
GSA sponsored a Safe Schools Week that featured a rainbow flower sale, 
decorated carrot cakes in the teachers’ room, guest speakers from the 
Department of Education, and a poster contest. One school hosted a 
conference and invited other GSAs. 
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Some GSAs held social events that reached beyond the GSA itself. 
Some were for other students in their school. Examples are a talent show, a 
coffeehouse and concert, movie nights, pizza parties, Christmas parties, and 
dances. In some cases, the same sorts of events were held for GSAs in the 
surrounding area. 
A small number of GSAs held events or activities that were aimed at 
providing support. One GSA offered a weekly support group run by a therapist 
from a local clinic. Another “put up ads for the Cape and Islands Gay Youth 
Alliance (CIGYA) in the bathrooms. These business-size cards told of the 
CIGYA meetings and location.” One GSA thanked “gay friendly” teachers by 
giving them certificates in an award presentation format. A few GSAs held 
support activities outside the area of supporting lesbian and gay students. 
Examples are a Kosovo Crisis Fund-raiser, Read Across American, a bottle 
drive, and serving a Thanksgiving dinner for the local homeless population. A 
diversity club funded through the Safe Schools Program held a vegetarian 
dinner. 
3. Out-Of-School GSA Activities 
All but five percent of GSAs responding to the survey participated in 
events away from school. Attending educational events was the most common 
type of out-of-school activity. Attending regional workshops sponsored by 
Department of Education and Gay Lesbian Straight Education Network was by 
far the most popular. Several GSAs attended the Team Harmony Conference. 
A handful of GSAs attended conferences such as the Athena Conference, 
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Children of the Shadows, or conferences they did not specifically name in their 
response to the survey. Other educational events attended by GSAs include 
the Boston Speak Out, HIV training workshops, a trip to the Hatikuah Holocaust 
Center, or peer counseling training. A few GSAs attended meetings of the 
Governor's Commission for Gay and Lesbian Youth. 
Attending out-of-school social events was also a common occurrence. 
The most popular outings were the Youth Pride and Gay Pride marches in 
Boston. A few marched in the Pride March in Northampton. Members of 
several GSAs attended the BAGLY Prom. Several attended social events 
offered by other GSAs. Four GSAs held a regional pizza party. Two GSAs 
joined in a breakfast meeting. Many GSAs attended one or more social events 
as a group. Examples of these events include attending plays, going to 
Provincetown, an end of the school year barbecue, bowling, going out to dinner 
at local restaurants, an annual visit to the Rocky Horror Picture Show for 
Halloween, or parties. 
A few out-of-school events revolved around providing direct support for 
lesbian and gay students. Some GSAs went to see Ellen Degeneres when she 
appeared at University of Massachusetts. Some visited the Stonewall Center at 
University of Massachusetts while others visited AGLYs to be sure GLBT 
members were connected with community-based groups. One GSA went on an 
Outward Bound adventure. 
106 
E-QutCPmes of Gav/Straiaht Alliances: Perceptions of the Governor's 
Commission and Department of Education 
From the perspective of interviewees from Governor's Commission and 
Department of Education, gay/straight alliances produced several outcomes 
that impact lesbian and gay students in very significant ways. All of the 
perceived outcomes described in this section are from the perspective of those 
responsible for creating and supporting the implementation of the vision for 
GSAs. A limitation of this study is that it included no data collection about 
student perceptions of the outcomes of GSAs. 
Governor's Commission and Department of Education personnel 
perceive that the most significant outcome of GSAs is that the silence that 
makes lesbian and gay students invisible has been broken. Val stated that “the 
Governor’s Commission report was aptly entitled Breaking the Silence 
because that was what it was about - breaking the silence, opening up the 
discussion.” Replacing silence and invisibility with visibility is the first step in 
creating safety and providing support because visibility enables other outcomes 
to emerge. Isolation is being replaced with connection. Denial of the presence 
of lesbian and gay students in school is eroded each time a student comes out 
publicly as lesbian or gay. GSA members have opportunities for positive risk 
taking. GSAs challenge norms that encourage silence and reinforce invisibility 
of lesbian and gay issues. These outcomes have the potential of contributing to 
the evolution of a non-violent, socially just vision for schools in the future. 
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1. Replacing Silence with Visibility 
The topic of visibility arose repeatedly in interviews. The predominant 
perception among the Governor's Commission and Department of Education 
personnel is that “increased visibility for gay and lesbian and bisexual youth” is 
“the greatest accomplishment” of GSAs. Several interviewees talked about 
their belief that visibility provides support because lesbian and gay students 
have concrete evidence that they are not alone. Not being alone, in turn, 
contributes to a sense of safety. 
Jeff related a story told by a gay colleague at the Department of 
Education to illustrates his own belief about how “very hungry” gays and 
lesbians are for not being alone and invisible in the world. The colleague told 
Jeff that as a little boy he “scanned for safety”. His colleague shared with Jeff 
that “when he was a little kid he’d read the New York Times. He’d open it up 
and even if the word homosexual was written on one page in the smallest print 
his eyes would immediately go to it.” Jeff explained that he knew that anecdote 
expressed the deep need for “our lives to be represented and reflected”. Jeff 
indicated that when students scan their school for safety, a GSA lets them know 
they are not alone. 
Pressures to be silent and invisible start when people are very young. 
Shelby explained that children “four years old, five years old” will say 
“something like that’s gay or you’re a fag or whatever. They don’t know what 
that means, but... they know it hurts.” The result is that silence and invisibility 
to avoid being emotionally injured by this sort of name calling become an 
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internalized pattern that is accepted as matter of fact. Shelby said that “until you 
become aware” of the hurtfulness of invisibility “it is not an issue.” GSAs carry 
the impact of raising the issue, of creating awareness within the school 
population. Breaking the silence allows several other outcomes to emerge. 
2. Replacing Isolation with Connection 
As was discussed in chapter two, dealing with isolation is one of the 
challenges that lesbian and gay students must master. Chris said GSAs 
provide a “place to break down the sense of isolation.” Providing opportunity to 
build connection is very important because, as Avery points out 
when you look at the literature around violence prevention and suicide 
prevention one thing that stands out is how problematic it is when kids 
don’t have connection within their lives. So, one key thing that a 
gay/straight alliance does that contributes to violence prevention and 
suicide prevention would be to provide kids with connection. 
Dempsey (1994) described three types of isolation: emotional, social, 
and cognitive. Lee noted that when working with GSAs she sees “person to 
person, minute to minute peer connections being made.” Several interviewees 
expressed the hope that the peer connections made within GSAs contribute to 
breaking isolation for lesbian and gay students. 
a. Emotional Isolation 
Dempsey stated that emotional isolation arises within lesbian and gay 
students who feel alone in the world due to the perception that no one else is 
like them. Emotional isolation also arises out of belief that lesbian and gays are 
sick, evil, and/or deviant and, therefore, unlovable. Interviewees expressed the 
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belief that connections formed within GSAs diminish both of these contributors 
to emotional isolation. 
Breaking down the sense of aloneness was intended to be part of GSAs 
from the very beginning. Jeff relates that one of his initial expectations for GSAs 
was that they would be places where “gay and lesbian students would feel.. . 
like their experiences were reflected and that they weren’t alone.” Chris 
expresses the sentiments of several interviewees in the statement that if you’re 
a young lesbian or gay student believing 
you’re the only one and when you go to a GSA and see there are other 
people there who have some of the same concerns and all that, you feel 
less alone. People realize that a) they are less alone and b) there are 
resources to support them in what they want to do. That can make for 
some huge personal shifts. 
GSAs can defuse the belief that lesbians and gays are unlovable 
because lesbian and gay members “see other people who are supporting them” 
and caring about them. Based on his experience as a GLSEN trainer, Shane 
knows that “when kids come out, a lot of times it is into a situation which is not 
supportive to them.” He believes that for those individuals GSAs “assist them 
with breaking free of the thoughts that 'wow, I’m the worst thing that could 
possibly exist’.” 
Some GSAs go beyond confronting the belief that lesbians and gays are 
unlovable by working as a group for equal rights for lesbian and gay members. 
David offered the example that “we see in other states around the country 
individual students who emerge trying to challenge something in the school. 
That’s a big burden to place on anybody’s shoulders.” David noted that 
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in the gay/straight alliance we can take that pressure away from any one 
individual student so it is no longer the individual student who says ‘I 
want to go to the prom’ and then it becomes this big battle that centers on 
that one student’s request. Instead, it is the group putting forward their 
demands to the school. 
A group effort to ensure that a lesbian or gay member can take a same-gender 
date to a prom goes a long way toward saying not only is the member lovable, 
but she or he is worth fighting for. 
b. Social Isolation 
Dempsey stated that social isolation arises because being lesbian or gay 
carries a stigma that can limit the number of avenues for social interaction. 
Isolation also arises because lesbian and gay youth have few opportunities to 
develop non-sexual relationships with other lesbians or gays. This can result in 
the sexual aspect of life being separated from the rest. 
Herdt and Boxer (1993) state that many young people who come out as 
lesbian or gay fear they will become isolated from mainstream society and will 
lose their straight friends. However, by their very nature, GSAs can, for some 
youth, provide opportunities for social interaction with friends of varied sexual 
identities. David said that GSAs provide important social benefits because 
for the lesbian and gay students, this (GSA membership) broadens their 
ability to survive in the mainstream world because it teaches them that 
they don't have to be pigeon-holed. The kids like that. For the most part, 
they don’t want to have to give up their straight friends. If you’ve grown 
up and you have friends that are straight, what you want to feel is that you 
can come out to them and they will be able to accept you fully. You don’t 
want to feel like you have to give up your best friend who lives next door 
because she has a boyfriend and you’re a lesbian. It gives the lesbian 
and gay kids a sense of hope about the larger world. 
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Lee described of GSAs as a place for students to interact with peers to 
“learn social skills.” The learning occurs “not in some secretive fashion like the 
bar culture, but out in the open." GSAs provide an opportunity for building 
nonsexual relationships with other lesbians or gays through relationships that 
begin at meetings, but blossom into friendships outside the group and 
connections with peers in community groups which serve primarily lesbian and 
gay youth. In addition, networking among GSAs provides opportunities to 
develop non-sexual relationships with a broad range of people, 
c. Cognitive Isolation 
Dempsey stated that cognitive isolation arises due to limited accurate 
information about homosexuality and the abundance of negative stereotypes 
and misconceptions used to justify homophobia. The societal silence about 
homosexuality damages self-worth and interferes with lesbian or gay youth 
achieving a positive identity. None of the interviewees talked specifically about 
how GSAs reduce cognitive isolation, however, addressing this form of isolation 
was implicit in comments made by interviewees. David believes that at GSAs 
meetings “there is honesty, there is real discussion.” Honest discussion 
provides a chance “to hear about, relate with other students, understand 
differences in other people’s experiences and respect them and advocate for 
them,” said Jeff. Avery suggested that the discussions at GSAs help lesbian 
and gay students “to feel good about who they are and to be able to deal with 
the cultural messages in a way in which they can actually feel pride about who 
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they are in order to be able to go on with the rest of their development.” Each of 
these components of GSAs can contribute to dismantling cognitive isolation. 
3. Making Known the Presence of Lesbian and Gav Students in Schools 
As David said, “teachers, counselors, and administrators ... tend to be in 
denial about the existence of gay youth.” A GSA in a school challenges this 
denial because it makes people in the school “aware that we are talking about 
students who actually attend classes.” Awareness that lesbian and gay 
students are part of the school community is influential because it contributes to 
the creation of a state of readiness for dealing with the issues faced by this 
population. 
As increasing numbers of students come out publicly it becomes more 
difficult for people to believe lesbians and gay students do not exist. Lee said 
“more kids are taking the chance of coming out and are using the GSA to push 
for safety.” The act of students coming out carries an important message. Avery 
said 
the message that comes through by doing that is not only are there gay, 
lesbian, and bisexual people out there who need to be tolerated and not 
called faggot and dyke when they’re walking down the hall, but there are 
also gay, lesbian, and bisexual people out there who should be 
respected because they have a lot to offer. 
A secondary impact of students coming out is that it has made it safer for 
faculty to come out. David said “when a faculty member who is an advisor or 
teacher comes out in the context of providing support for students as a role 
model there is a greater understanding of the importance of that.” 
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4. Providing Opportunities for Positive Risk Taking 
The first thing” a GSA should do, said Lee, is “to provide a place for 
students to feel powerful” around lesbian and gay issues. Student activism has 
evolved as an important component of most GSAs. Chris said GSAs have 
become a site for “political activism and leadership opportunities for people who 
want that.” On the most simple level, students learn basic skills such as how to 
plan a meeting and how to interact with other people when working together to 
accomplish a task. In addition, networking skills can be learned through 
opportunities to network with other youth to exchange information and ideas. 
More importantly, GSAs provide participants with myriad opportunities for 
positive risk taking. Jeff said that being a GSA member puts students “on the 
front lines of risk takers” because “they are standing up for what they believe in 
and what they think is right." The concept of positive risk is important since the 
SSGLSP was established to prevent negative risks such as substance abuse, 
poor school performance, and suicide attempts. Val said there are many 
positive risks connected with GSAs. “It’s a risk to walk through the door. It’s a 
risk to say gay in a context that is not negative. It is a risk to interrupt something 
that is homophobic." He then explained why positive risk taking is such an 
important outcome of participation in gay/straight alliance. 
We talk about risk behavior and risk reduction or those kinds of things. 
Part of the literature talks about providing youth with appropriate risk 
taking. That’s what is successful for kids - if you provide them with 
appropriate risk taking. Adolescence is when kids are taking risks. 
That’s what they want to do. So, often times they do things we don’t want 
them to do like using drugs or having unsafe sex or those kinds of things, 
but providing an outlet for positive risk taking through things like standing 
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up for people’s rights can be an incredibly important motivating force and 
risk reduction model. 
5. Challenging Norms of Silence 
A norm enforcing silence about homosexuality has long been a part of 
schools and the larger society, but GSAs challenge that norm through the 
increased visibility of lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth and allies. Quinn 
considered this to be “the greatest accomplishment” of the GSA movement. 
Refusing to be silent and refusing to be invisible directly challenge the norm of 
silence. Doing so, however, can be terrifying because the norm is so strong. 
One interviewee provided insight about the depth of the fear through a personal 
experience connected with going to a GSA-like meeting. 
I remember the first time going to a meeting like this. It was on the third 
floor of a building and I had to walk up three flights of a spiral staircase 
and every step I could hear my feet pound and the reverberating and I 
was so, so nervous. I think about a kid in high school and taking every 
step down that hallway feeling very, very nervous and thinking what if 
somebody sees me? 
Worrying about being seen as lesbian or gay is linked to several sub¬ 
norms that are connected to the norm of silence. These norms are that 
homosexuality is abnormal, that lesbians and gays must stay closeted, that 
harassment due to sexual orientation must be silently endured, and that 
derogatory language is acceptable. In spite of the fear, students are 
challenging these norms by joining a GSA and working with others to increase 
lesbian and gay visibility. 
Chris believes GSAs are creating community “where there was never a 
community before” because “where there once were whispers and hidden 
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conversations, now there is a place where conversations can happen.” Openly 
straight members of GSAs are able to talk about homophobia without worry that 
“their identity is going to be challenged or they’re going to be harassed 
afterwards for it.” David crystallized the gains of challenging norms around 
homosexuality in his comment that 
the more visibility the group has, the less of a need for students to feel 
that they even have to wonder about whether someone thinks they’re gay 
or lesbian or wonder about whether their parents know that they attend 
the group. It becomes much more of a normal part of school life. It 
becomes more like the field hockey team or the soccer team. 
Silence about homosexuality and the invisibility that accompanies the 
silence has long been enforced through a norm that verbal harassment by 
using derogatory language about lesbians and gays is acceptable. Avery said 
one of the benefits of GSAs is that they “can change the norms in schools 
whereby it is no longer considered cool or even acceptable to call kids names 
based on sexual orientation or to harass them in other ways.” 
Val believes the benefits go even deeper. He said through GSAs and 
the SSGLSP “we did a great job of changing the language around violence. 
Violence is not just about someone hitting someone else. Violence is verbal; it 
is about language. That is so important for people to get because violence 
begins with words." Shelby added that through GSAs people are beginning “to 
understand that you can’t use derogatory comments or make jokes that are 
derogatory because you might hurt somebody.” One of the ways that 
understanding affects school climate is that teachers are now expected to 
confront derogatory remarks. Shelby thinks that “any teacher probably must 
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dread hearing something derogatory in their classroom because all of a sudden 
you’re in it. You don’t have any choice. You just heard it and twenty or thirty 
kids, or maybe more, know you heard it and you think, geez now I gotta do 
something. I think that is a positive step.” 
Challenging the norm of silence is not just about stopping the 
harassment that enforces the silence. It is also about promoting connections 
among individuals. For example, Avery described hearing about 
a kid who, when he came out in his school, another kid came up to him 
and talked about all these family issues that he had that had nothing to 
do with sexual orientation. These were both kids who were considered 
to be a little more on the macho side and they never would have had the 
conversation before, but because there was that kind of opening that 
happened. 
The act of challenging norms is also about contributing to the new vision for 
schools. If old norms are no longer acceptable they must be replaced by new 
ones which can become part of a new vision. 
6. Contributing to a New Vision for Schools 
Both David and Jeff believe GSAs can contribute in a significant way to a 
more positive school climate. Jeff hopes that GSAs become “central to making 
positive changes in the school’s culture and really having transformed the 
school’s culture.” David hopes they “can serve as a conscience for school 
systems and show a model for other human rights issues”. Quinn explained 
how the hopes of Jeff and David are already coming true. 
In some schools, the GSAs have been part of a broader movement for 
social justice that they have also helped schools or been part of a 
process that the school is engaging in about talking about racism and 
talking about anti-Semitism or religious discrimination or ableism. The 
things schools may not have done a good job of handling before, even 
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though they were supposed to, GSAs are contributing to that discussion 
too. 
The broader movement has not yet coalesced, but is gradually forming. 
GSAs are contributing threads that can gradually be woven together with 
threads from other efforts into a tapestry forming a non-violent, socially just 
society. GSAs are contributing a model for how people from minority and 
dominant sexual identity groups can work in coalition. This model honors the 
strengths of each group. Cooperation rather than competition is valued. Use of 
non-violent language is key. GSAs bring together lesbian and gay youth with 
youth from the dominant heterosexual majority and encourages them to “learn 
how to live in a pluralistic society,” said Avery. Together they are learning the 
importance of identifying goals in common rather than focusing upon 
differences. David believes lesbian and gay students are learning that “straight 
people can change, that they can become more sensitive” to the issues facing 
minorities” and straight youth are learning “about a group of people who are 
considered Other.” GSA members are learning how to cross the boundary 
arbitrarily established between people of varied sexual identities. Avery 
suggested that this is helpful because “when you cross those boundaries it is a 
very positive thing because when you cross one boundary you can cross other 
kinds of boundaries and that is a good thing”. 
In GSAs both straight and lesbian and gay youth have an opportunity to 
discover their unique strengths. Avery believes that adolescence is a phase of 
life filled with “idealism which needs to be associated with some kind of 
idealistic holism.” Straight GSA members can use their idealism to gain 
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strength as they “speak out around issues of oppression that may not directly 
relate to who they are in the world". Lesbian and gay youth are discovering 
strength through standing up for their rights. 
Lee learned about the importance of being strong before you can reach 
out to others through her experience with martial arts. She shares that 
I’ve studied karate and then I studied Aikido. In karate, you meet force 
with force and the greater force wins. In Aikido, you side step the force 
and let the force fall on its face. Now, I very much believe in that more, 
but you first have to have the self esteem to stand aside. I could never 
have studied Aikido first. I had to learn to stand up for myself before I 
could stand aside. It’s sort of mind bending in our culture, but you have to 
stand up for yourself before you can stand aside and hold out your hand. 
This may be an inevitable first step. 
Lee hopes that through GSAs many lesbian and gay students are learning to 
stand up for themselves so they can stand aside and let the force of 
homophobia go by them. 
Several strengths of GSAs have emerged during the short history of 
GSAs in Massachusetts. In addition, they face several challenges. The 
strengths and challenges are perceived differently by interview participants who 
have a wide vision for GSAs than by advisors who have a more narrow 
experience of one GSA. 
G Strengths of the GSA Model: Perceptions of the Governor's 
Commission and Department of Education 
Governor's Commission and Governor's Commission personnel 
identified several strengths they believe were characteristic of the GSA model 
for supporting lesbian and gay students. These strengths are: 
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a) conceptualizing GSAs as support groups, b) including lesbian and gay and 
straight students in the support group, c) providing institutional support through 
the Department of Education and Governor's Commission, d) encouraging 
students to speak out about issues facing lesbian and gay students, e) taking 
action at the right time. 
1. Conceptualizing GSAs as Support Groups 
Conceptualizing GSAs as support groups was perceived as a strength 
for two reasons. First, the claim that lesbian and gay youth may be at higher 
risk for suicide is based on data from the Youth Risk Behavior Study, a 
“population-based study that looks at public high school students in 
Massachusetts." Quinn says the Department of Education interprets this data as 
an indication that “this population of young people ... needs support to be able 
to deal with some of the issues in their lives that impact upon them in such a 
way that makes them be at greater risk.” The significance of using this data, he 
believes, is that “regardless of someone’s political views, it is difficult to endorse 
allowing young people to hurt themselves.” 
The second reason is that support can be defined “in a very broad way”. 
Quinn stated that 
we can talk about support in terms of dealing with discrimination, dealing 
with harassment, problems with families, problems with friends, feeling 
like they don’t have a place to go because there is not an organized 
community in their area. Feeling like they don’t understand how to 
negotiate certain aspects of their lives in their communities based on this 
part of their identity and they need resources and support so they can 
turn out okay. So they can be prevented from entering into ... risk 
behaviors. 
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Most people would agree that every student should feel safe in school, 
be free from harassment, have a place to go, and know about community 
resources. Therefore, proposing groups based on helping students secure 
these basic forms of support is a strength because is hard to argue with the 
basic concepts upon which GSAs are founded. 
2. Including Lesbian and Gav and Straight Students in the Support Group 
Utilizing a support group model which includes lesbian and gay youth 
with heterosexual youth is a strength because it is inclusive. Much thought went 
into the decision to select this model over a model for only gay and lesbian 
students. At the time the Governor's Commission was discussing the type of 
peer support group they would recommend, the only models available were 
community-based alliances of gay and lesbian youth (AGLYs), gay and lesbian 
alliances in colleges, and the gay/straight alliances that were successful in 
some private schools in Massachusetts. David said the Governor's 
Commission 
made a conscious choice to adopt and ... present this model to the 
Board of Education and to make it the heart of the Safe Schools Program 
because it works so well and it brings in a very broad array of students. It 
creates the safe atmosphere that the gay students want and it sends a 
very inclusive message. It is not discriminatory. We have a lot more 
credibility in combating discrimination if the models we use, are 
themselves, inclusive. 
The Department of Education was not as eager as the Governor’s 
Commission to adopt the gay/straight model. Jeff said that “there was actually 
some bias against” GSAs on the part of some of his colleagues at the 
Department of Education. He speculated that the original resistance was 
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because gay and lesbian alliances were all they knew and they weren’t sure 
the gay/straight alliance model “would apply to gay kids.” In spite of their 
misgivings, Jeff’s colleagues at the Department of Education were aware of 
several reasons for promoting the model. First of all, based on the experience 
with GSAs in private schools there was 
a consciousness at that time that students who were gay or lesbian or 
bisexual, many of them wouldn’t feel comfortable identifying themselves, 
but if the group was for heterosexual students as well it allowed them a 
way to come through the door. 
Second, the model was attractive because it carried the recognition “that 
straight allies had a role to play in the work as well." Third, it was politically 
wise to create something that “didn’t seem like an exclusive club for lesbian and 
gay students.” Fourth, there was a realization that “if these groups are open to 
all students people will be less resistant to them.” 
Once schools actually began implementing the model additional reasons 
emerged that reinforced the gay/straight model as a strength. Inviting everyone 
to become involved allows the school to say “everybody can play a part in 
dismantling homophobia.” Involving people regardless of their sexual identity 
defuses opposition to the program because it is difficult to “make the accusation 
that you are trying to recruit kids to be gay.” Including everyone puts parents of 
GSA members “a little at ease” because they can say “oh, other kids go so 
maybe” my child is “not gay.” The gay/straight model carries the strength that 
“you get a better base of people who are fighting for rights” because “it starts 
people off in coalition.” Working in coalition sets the stage for individuals to 
experience interactions with people who may not be like them. Lesbian and 
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gay students get to experience being with straight peers who will “stick up for 
them” and who “think it is important enough of an issue to join a GSA." Lesbian 
and gay students “who are active in these gay/straight alliances are going to 
realize the that straight people can change, that they can become more 
sensitive” which may be helpful in avoiding the tendency to “retreat into a 
segregated community.. . that is just another form of isolating themselves”. 
3. Providing Institutional Support through the Department of Education and 
Governor's Commission 
Having the support of governmental agencies for a program dealing with 
“a controversial issue” adds strength to the SSGLSP because it models “not 
being afraid of being connected with gay and lesbian issues." Governmental 
agencies using the words lesbian or gay gives implicit permission for schools to 
break the silence on the topic of homosexuality. Quinn noted that the silence is 
powerfully broken because “the Governor's Commission is called the 
Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth.” Jeff added that “having 
gay and lesbian on the same page as the Department of Education” contributes 
to a feeling of security schools need to be able to start a local SSGLSP. 
Modeling by the Department of Education makes it acceptable “for schools to 
send a message that we do support the GSA, that we do not support 
homophobia in the community.” Having a program that supports lesbian and 
gay students “housed in a school” is powerful because it “validates students” 
and lets them know being lesbian or gay is “not a secret.” 
One interviewee described a very personal incident that illustrates the 
power of mentioning gays or lesbians in school. 
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When I was growing up I had one teacher mention to me in a class that 
‘this class is about life and marriage. I really wanted it to be called 
marriage and other relationships because there are other relationships 
which the world doesn’t recognize.’ In that breath he mentioned gays 
and lesbians. This was in the early ‘80s. The class was gasping in the 
room. I kept thinking don’t turn red, don’t turn red because I think I knew 
somewhere way deep inside that I would be lesbian. But, for him to have 
said that absolutely carried me through years because I respected him so 
much and because he said it in school it gave it so much validity. 
4. Encouraging Students to Speak Out about Issues Facing Lesbian and Gay 
Students 
Student voices have been a tremendous strength during the 
development of GSAs and the SSGLSP. The student voice was instrumental in 
proving the need for the SSGLSP and once the program started, “the kids 
ended up leading the way.” Both David and Jeff admitted it was “a surprise” 
when the student activism through GSAs became a driving force for the 
SSGLSP. 
The initial influence of student voices came in the stories youth related at 
hearings held by the Governor's Commission. Their stories became part of the 
Governor's Commission report (Youth, 1993) that paved the way for the 
development of the SSGLSP. Val believes the “the Governor's Commission 
report was so successful because it was the stories of kids.” He also believes 
that Gay Youth, a video that contrasted the lives of Bobby who received no 
support and eventually committed suicide with Gina who received support and 
graduated from high school with honors was “key” because “it spoke to people 
on a really deep level of the heart.” 
Once the SSGLSP was initiated, students propelled GSAs into the 
position as “the most visible part of the program”. Val said students were what 
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made things a reality. They provided a voice.” He believed that the student 
voice is particularly influential because students saying “hey, this is me, I'm here 
... why didn’t you interrupt that comment?” provides “an application for the 
teacher training” workshops on lesbian and gay issues. Val adds that, in 
addition, students “became the people who pushed the adults to move ahead 
and not have as much fear as they did. They’d say even if you have fear, I need 
this NOW!” 
5. Taking Action at the Right Time 
Shelby stated that a program such as the SSGLSP “doesn’t take root 
until it has the opportunity.” A strength of the program in Massachusetts is that 
“when the opportunity arose, everybody arose with it”. Shelby acknowledged 
that the history of the gay rights movement created a state of readiness for the 
passage of the Student Civil Rights Law and the growth of the SSGLSP. He 
pointed out that the members of the Student Advisory Council to the 
Massachusetts Board of Education were instrumental in both the passage of the 
law and in starting GSAs. The Governor’s Commission, the Department of 
Education itself, and the Department of Public Health “all became actively 
involved and aware at about the same time.” 
Looking back to the start of the SSGLSP and GSAs, Shelby mused that 
“If you were writing a script I don’t think you could do this. You would have 
forgotten some segment of what was necessary. It all came together in an 
amazing way.” Shelby believes “you need one big issue” to bring people 
together. He speculated that "as soon as people become aware of what it’s 
125 
like for lesbian and gay students that “Safe Schools programs will take root in 
other parts of the country.” 
H» Strengths of the GSA Model: Perceptions of GSA Advisors 
In response to an open-ended question in which they were asked to 
describe one to three of the strengths of the GSA. Advisor perceptions of 
strengths of the GSA model focused on factors that contribute to the work of the 
GSA on a day-to-day basis in the real life of a school: a) qualities of students, 
b) consistency, c) support from administrators, teachers, and the community, 
and d) perseverance. All quotes in this section are from advisor responses to 
the questionnaire. 
1. Qualities of Students 
Four student qualities were described as strengths by advisors - 
enthusiasm, ability, commitment, and political awareness. Enthusiastic, 
interested students “are the glue that keeps the GSA going” because they are 
“undaunted and persistent in their efforts.” Advisors identified students who 
have a lot of ability as a GSA strength. One advisor said, “the students that 
were active were bright, motivated and confident about what they were doing.” 
Commitment of students, as indicated through comments such as “a good solid 
core of supportive kids” who were committed to being “heard and accepted” and 
students who are “enthusiastic, committed, and determined,” proved to be an 
important strength provided by students. Other advisors identified political 
awareness as a strong point in the GSA. One, for example, said, “many 
politically-aware, strong, articulate students who were willing to think big and 
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help analyze issues” were important in the GSA. Another described students as 
“passionate about changing school climate and eradicating homophobia and 
heterosexism.” 
2. Consistency 
Consistency as evidenced by “regular, established meetings” or in a 
“consistent number of members.” Some GSAs worked hard to create a sense of 
consistency. For example, one advisor reported that at every meeting bagels 
were served “which gave a sense of regularity, community and happy feelings 
about food.” Another built consistency because the “members brought friends” 
to meetings on a regular basis. 
3. Support 
Several advisors named support from administrators, faculty, or the 
community as a strength. However, none of described the form that 
administrative or staff support took. One advisor wrote that a number of staff at 
the school 
actively support diversity issues. This made it possible for us to work on 
such a big project as the hate crimes assembly which specifically 
addressed homophobia. It also helps the kids to feel supported and 
confident and lessens their isolation. 
One advisor felt support from the faculty because the GSA was “not hampered 
in our activities.” These two comments were the most explicit descriptions of 
support from administrators and staff yet neither clearly states what form support 
takes. What does it look like when faculty “actively support” issues? How does 
not hampering the GSA show support? What does it say about the level of 
support if not being hampered actually feels like being supported? 
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4. Perseverance 
A handful of advisors named perseverance in spite of difficulty as a 
strength. In the light of support which seems rather vague, perseverance 
appears to be a particularly valuable attribute. Only four advisors identified the 
qualities associated with perseverance as a strength, but their comments 
convey its importance to GSAs. 
The importance of persistence by individual students is evident in the 
comment that the GSA “president had asked for years for a GSA and he finally 
got one that made effective changes.” Group persistence can keep the GSA 
through times such as “losing the majority of members the previous year” or 
when there are “only a handful of members.” Persistence of advisors willing to 
do things such as “putting up with the flak I get from some parents who call my 
department head every time I mention ‘gay’ in class” is also a crucial strength 
for GSAs. 
Governor's Commission and Department of Education personnel 
perceived the challenges facing GSAs differently than GSA advisors, but there 
are areas of overlap between the two groups. Both sets of participants 
perceived battling the effects of fear, dealing with interpersonal dynamics within 
GSAs, and dealing with opposition to addressing lesbian and gay issues in 
schools as challenges. Although there is overlap in the perceptions of 
Department of Education/Governor's Commission personnel and advisors, they 
were expressed differently by the two groups. Therefore each group’s will be 
described separately. 
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|. .Challenges Facing Gav/Straight Alliances: Perceptions of the 
Governor's Commission and Department of Education 
Governor's Commission and Department of Education personnel 
identified fear as a major challenge for GSAs. Interview participants also 
expressed concern about the challenge of meeting the needs of lesbian and 
gay students in a group that includes heterosexual allies and about competing 
priorities within state agencies. Dealing with opposition, meeting the needs of 
underserved groups, and balancing competing priorities among state agencies 
were named as challenges by interview participants. 
1. Fear 
Jeff said that “in the early days ... much of our work .. was helping 
people be less afraid.” There was so much fear that “getting any students who 
wanted to start” a GSA and “finding an advisor for the group” were difficult in 
many school districts. Seven years into the SSGLSP, fears are “nowhere near 
what they were like in the early days,” but there is still “much fear” surrounding 
GSAs. 
Val called fear “THE number one deterrent to implementing this work.” 
The fears take on many forms - adults are afraid of “losing their jobs”. Adults 
and students are afraid of the consequences of “getting identified as gay or 
lesbian.” Teachers and administrators are afraid of the possibility of “a 
community backlash.” Over time, however, people involved with GSAs have 
learned that people’s “worst fears never come to pass” and that even if a 
community backlash does occur “it is usually never as bad as you think it is 
going to be.” Governor's Commission and Department of Education personnel 
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have also learned to listen to the voices of the current generation of youth who 
are ‘not willing to be closeted” or silenced. Lee stated that she has worked with 
many students who, in spite of believing “it is not safe, they are coming out 
anyway." The bravery of these students challenges adults in schools to act in 
spite of their fears. 
2. Meet ihe_Needs of Lesbian and Gav Students in Mixed Groups 
An inclusive support group model has many benefits, as described 
earlier in this chapter. However, Governor's Commission and Department of 
Education personnel also identified potential drawbacks to this model. 
Attracting lesbian and gay students to meetings is a challenge faced by many 
GSAs across the state. Chris stated that, ‘in theory, I can talk to you all day 
about why I think they (GSAs) are wonderful and strong and good. But, in 
practicality,... they fall short" because it ‘is not uncommon for gay and lesbian 
students to feel alienated by the GSA." This challenge is treated lightly by some 
people, seriously by others. For example, Chris related an incident that 
occurred at a Student Roundtable at a regional workshop. “A kid made a joke. 
He said, ‘oh, yeah, eight or ten of us come every week and we’re all straight’ 
and everybody laughed and the conversation started moving on." Chris 
believed the lack of comfort some GLBT students feel about GSAs is “a huge 
gap that needs to be addressed” so she asked the students if they know gay or 
lesbian students. When they said they did Chris asked them to list the reasons 
why lesbian and gay students don’t attend so that she, and they, could begin to 
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understand how to make the GSA “more applicable to the needs of gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender youth.” 
Through conversations such as the one just described, Department of 
Education and GLSEN staff have learned that there are "a variety of reasons” 
why some gay and lesbian students “don’t think the GSA is a very safe space.” 
One reason is that they don’t believe GSA meetings are confidential. Straight 
students have told Chris that they have lesbian or gay friends “who don’t feel 
like they want to come because they know the entire school knows there is a 
GSA ... so, if they go and come out, they can be pinpointed.” Quinn believes 
another reason is that if the GSA “is started or run by people who all identify 
publicly as allies, the school culture which ... enforces ... identifying as 
heterosexual carries over to the group. So, even within this group which is 
supposed to be a safe space, it might be difficult for a lesbian, gay, or bisexual 
kid to identify.” 
A third reason why some lesbian and gay students do not join a GSA is 
that their “needs are very different “ from those of straight students. Chris 
related a conversation with a lesbian GSA member who told her, “Straight allies 
are great, but when I go to a GSA meeting I feel like the conversation isn’t 
always about gay and lesbian needs. It is about other stuff.” The young woman 
told Chris that she and some friends who were gay, lesbian, bisexual, or 
transgender “went kind of on the sly and started their own mini-group because 
their total needs and concerns could be addressed there better than they could 
be in a GSA.” 
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An interviewee explained that, particularly “around visibility and voice" 
the needs of lesbian and gay youth are different than those of straight students. 
“Straight allies can sometimes have a louder voice because they have a sense 
of protection” because “they can’t be teased for something that is so 
fundamental to the core as somebody’s identity”. Obviously, straight students 
can be hurt by being teased for their stance as allies, but “the feelings they have 
are different than walking away when somebody’s identity has just been 
pummeled.” 
The challenge of meeting the differing needs of lesbian and gay and 
straight students is doubly difficult because there is no universal set of needs for 
all lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender students. Some gay and lesbian 
students have benefited from being activists battling homophobia. David 
believed “it is a lot healthier for a gay teenager to be engaged in some kind of 
school-wide activity like planning a rally or planning a gay and lesbian 
awareness day. I think that does more to combat isolation and depression than 
dozens of meetings with a school psychologist.” However, some gay or lesbian 
students simply want support in a safe space with friends and do not want to be 
activists. 
One interviewee noted that although “political activism and the 
leadership opportunities for people who want that... are great,” it is important 
to exercise “caution around that” because some “GSAs have put people in that 
role who have not wanted to take on that role. They just wanted to go to a 
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meeting and find their support there, but they really didn’t want to become 
activists.” 
A fourth reason why some lesbian and gay students stay away from 
GSAs is the “unintended homophobia” in some of the groups. One interviewee 
says that in GSAs everyone would say “name calling is bad ... all agree to the 
very standard, obvious things” but straight students “often don’t get the more 
subtle things” that have a significant impact on lesbian and gay students. For 
example, in a conversation about why lesbian and gay students don’t always 
feel safe in a GSA a straight student voiced the opinion to an interviewee that 
“of course they should feel connected. It’s a GSA. The word gay is right in the 
title!” The adult who heard that comment acknowledged that "it will take a LOT 
more than that for gay and lesbian students to feel connected.” A lesbian GSA 
member told an interviewee that 
Straight allies are so important and I am so glad they are helping, but 
sometimes they don’t get it. They miss the boat as much as the kid 
calling me a dyke in the hall. They really don’t get what the core issues 
are. So, in some ways, that is more frustrating to have someone who 
says they are supporting me and still, to them I am invisible. 
Yet another interviewee who voiced concerns about straight allies who 
don’t “get” the deep issues faced by their lesbian and gay peers, spoke of a 
different, but similar incident and explains that when an ally makes a comment 
like that “it almost feels like a double betrayal. It is more painful coming from 
somebody you thought of as an ally or who has identified themselves as an 
ally.” 
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3. Competing Priorities 
Almost every interviewee referred to the challenge of dealing with 
differing priorities for GSAs. The challenge arises at the impersonal and 
institutional level because of differing roles of the Governor's Commission and 
Department of Education. The Governor's Commission is responsible for 
establishing the overall visions for the SSGLSP and GSAs and creating a 
climate in which the needs of lesbian and gay students can be met. The 
Governor's Commission has created that climate by making recommendations 
to the Massachusetts Board of Education and the Department of Public Health 
about how the needs of this population can be met, supporting passage of the 
Gay and Lesbian Student Rights Law to provide legal backing for the program, 
and ensuring adequate financial support for the efforts through funding by the 
state legislature. The Department of Education is responsible for devising ways 
to implement the recommendations from the Governor's Commission that were 
adopted by the Board of Education. 
The depth of the challenge is perceived differently by individuals. The 
least problematic perception was that “as in any new relationship, there are a 
few bumps” between the Governor's Commission and Department of Education, 
but through dialogue both groups usually agree on most priorities and 
implementation strategies. The most problematic perception is expressed by an 
interviewee who worries that “competing priorities and motivations" prevent the 
real needs of lesbian and gay students from being met through participation in 
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the school groups. The challenge is to create programs that balance what 
people who work directly with GSAs “believe to be the best for young people” 
with the Department of Education’s concerns about “public perception” and with 
the Governor's Commission’s concerns about how to ensure funding by the 
state government. 
Each individual interviewed cares deeply about the “mental health and 
well-being" of lesbian and gay students. The individuals involved with each 
agency appear to understand the challenges being faced by their colleagues. 
However, each person has a different view of how support can be provided. 
The Governor's Commission proposes “actions that will help the kids see 
that it is okay to be gay and it is not okay to discriminate.” The Governor's 
Commission can make such proposals because it is “free-floating” and not part 
of any bureaucracy, however, it can be difficult for staff at the Department of 
Education to fully implement those proposals. The Governor's Commission 
sometimes perceives the Department of Education as “too restrictive” yet they 
know that individual members of the Safe Schools Program staff “understand 
what we’re trying to do,” but that sometimes “their hands are tied” because they 
must work in a state agency with a “bureaucratic, institutional point of view” that 
must be responsive to “the whole education system.” Because of its role in 
providing a wide range of educational opportunities for the general public, the 
Department of Education must be cognizant of how its programs affect public 
perception. 
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The Governor's Commission is perceived by some interviewees as being 
too focused on the number of GSAs in Massachusetts. These interviewees 
acknowledged, however, that “there is some validity” to the focus on the number 
of GSAs because “it might mean more funding” for the SSGLSP and for GSAs. 
Individuals realize, as one interviewee says, that “the whole climate of the state 
is about visible numbers that we can measure.” In such a climate there is no 
choice but to focus on numbers. 
The challenge to balance the needs of youth with the political pressures 
on government agencies also exists on the personal level. In spite of 
understanding the challenges at the institutional level, people who provide 
direct service to the advisors and students involved in GSAs experience 
frustration because of the Department of Education’s “conservative” approach to 
creating change for lesbian and gay students and because of the Governor's 
Commission’s focus on the number of GSAs. One interviewee explains the 
frustration: 
One of the challenges of doing this work through a government agency 
and government-funded programs is that there are limitations on our 
ability to fully implement some of the things that we may believe based 
on our knowledge and experience to be best for students. Sometimes, in 
the interests of achieving a positive public perception, individuals in 
power will make choices to approach anti-homophobia organizing from a 
more conservative place than many people who work with young people 
might choose. 
The interviewee recognizes that “sometimes without taking a 
conservative approach we wouldn't get anything and that we have to start with 
what we can get and then push for more.” There is also the recognition that “the 
advantages of doing this work through a government agency, through state- 
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funded programs are that the programs are visible and that they are well- 
supported financially.” 
In spite of understanding that the Governor’s Commission’s role is to get 
funding and “they need numbers to get the funding”, Department of Education 
and GLSEN personnel are concerned about the impact of that focus. One 
interviewee says, “I certainly want to reach as many people as possible, but 
sometimes in an effort to have that kind of quantity there is not enough attention 
paid to ... the depth that we offer.” A second interviewee says “from my 
perspective, I do want to create more GSAs, I’d love to see one in every high 
school. I also want just as much energy to sustain the GSAs already formed 
because there are some that are petering out or are in difficulty. We can’t be 
just moving on to achieve greater numbers. I think we’ve also got to be looking 
at the quality of what exists and how are we going to support them (existing 
GSAs).” Another interviewee offers yet another perspective on the issue of 
focusing on numbers of GSAs : 
You can get too focused on numbers and whether a school has a GSA or 
not doesn’t truly measure how a school system has changed because 
the GSA could be just this little club with five kids meeting somewhere in 
the back and nobody knows it exists. 
In spite of the difficulties arising from differing priorities for GSAs there is 
also value in having people with different perspectives working toward the 
same goal. Each perspective contributes to the overall vision and how it is 
implemented. Each perspective carries different strengths and combining them 
creates a more powerful effort with checks and balances. One interviewee, after 
describing the challenges created by varied priorities and perspectives, says 
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“when those divisions happen there is tension, but when we can meet together, 
which happens much of the time, that’s when we are really able to achieve the 
best planning, the best programs, the most effective use of all our different 
resources.” 
Survey data appeared to support concerns about the focus of support 
provided by the Governor’s Commission, Department of Education, and GLSEN 
to GSAs. Twelve percent of survey respondents reported that the GSA in their 
school did not function at all during the 98/99 school year. Would those groups 
still be functioning if they’d received more support from Department of 
Education or GLSEN personnel? Could more support have been provided if 
those personnel were not focusing on getting new GSAs started? Comments 
on surveys from advisors in schools in which the GSA did function indicate a 
need for help. One advisor named lack of direction as a challenge for her GSA 
and lamented “I would like to know what exactly it is that I’m supposed to do.” 
Another advisor with a seriously struggling GSA said that before she came to 
her school “a very active group of “out” student formed the group. When they 
graduated, GSA ‘died,’ but I keep trying.” 
4. Opposition to GSAs 
Chris said, “There are very few GSAs that have not had some sort of 
conflict in the school, some sort of opposition." Opposition arose on two fronts. 
One form of opposition came from outside the school. Quinn stated that in 
“quite a few” places in Massachusetts” conservative people say the GSA 
“doesn’t belong in our school.” He adds that “in the broader picture of the state 
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there is less of that now than there was seven years ago. But, within an 
individual community ... it doesn’t matter that the state is doing better because 
our school isn’t doing better." 
The other form of opposition arose within the school community. Jeff 
stated that in the early days of the SSGLSP gay/straight alliances “had to 
struggle as much for the right to do their work or to exist or to meet as to think 
about what they actually would do when they met.” He went on to explain that 
“very early, many of them learned their existence was controversial, that they 
had to jump through some hoops that maybe some other groups didn’t have to.” 
Shane noted that “being certain that the GSA has the same kind of rights and 
opportunities other groups do” remains a challenge for many GSAs across the 
state largely due to the presence of unsupportive administrators and/or staff. 
An interesting twist has emerged in the struggle for GSAs to have equal 
rights within schools. In schools where the GSA is strong and visible students 
“are not willing to settle for crumbs any more .. .and are feeling they deserve a 
full plate - that’s pushing people to a new level” of resistance. In some schools, 
GSAs that are “asking for what they feel entitled to” are meeting with adults with 
the attitude that “we let you have your little space. We didn’t expect that now 
you’d want to have a space in the yearbook too.” 
5. Meeting the Needs of Underserved Groups 
Interviewees identified two groups who are underserved by GSAs: 
students of color and transgendered students. The challenge of meeting the 
needs of students of color has two aspects. Quinn explained, that the more 
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common aspect of the challenge to serve all students is that schools with a 
predominately white student population, have the perspective that “we don’t 
have that many kids of color so it is not a priority” for specific outreach because 
“everyone is welcome.” These schools make the assumption that saying 
everyone is welcome will make every student feel welcome. The other aspect 
of the challenge is that in some schools with a student population of 
predominately students of color the GSA is still comprised mostly of white 
students. Avery suggested that schools facing this aspect of the challenge to 
serve students of color must consider a) “what could the GSA do ... differently 
so as to not be all white” and b) whether the GSA is “the right venue in that 
school to provide support for GLBT kids” of color. Avery states that Department 
of Education is currently “trying to ignite some programming that addresses” this 
issue. 
Avery stated that “there are people who are not comfortable with 
transgender kids or transgender issues, in general” which makes it “harder to 
provide support for transgender kids” than it is for lesbian or gay students. 
Quinn voiced the concern that “we are endorsing the same kind of silence 
around bisexual or transgender kids that has been pushed upon gay and 
lesbian kids for so long.” A decision was made to “push the envelope” on this 
issue at regional workshops during the 99/00 school year by offering “a 
breakout session" in which “gender identity” is the topic of focus. 
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In the survey GSA advisors were asked to name one to three of the 
bigcj@st challenges their GSA faced during the 98/99 school year. Advisors 
listed one hundred fifteen challenges that can be divided into three categories. 
Logistical challenges represent forty-seven percent of the challenges named. 
Challenges from the school or community comprised thirty percent of the named 
challenges followed by twenty-three percent of challenges that were within 
GSAs themselves. 
Data about advisors’ perceptions about challenges facing GSAs were 
also gathered when I observed a workshop for GSA advisors. The workshop, 
titled Getting Youth to Own It, was sponsored by GLSEN and facilitated by 
YWCA staff to help advisors learn a youth empowerment model that can be 
used in GSAs. Over and over during the workshop advisors turned the 
conversation to the challenges inherent in GSAs. Data from this workshop is 
helpful in supplementing the information provided by advisors through the 
survey. 
i. Loglsticai-CJ^aii^Qg^ 
Advisors named three logistical challenges: maintaining or increasing 
GSA membership, finding a convenient meeting time, and inconsistent meeting 
attendance. Maintaining or increasing GSA membership is the challenge most 
commonly named by advisors who responded to the survey. Among logistical 
challenges, it was named sixty-three percent of the time. Some of the specific 
challenges were recruiting boys, recruiting lesbians and gays, and recruiting 
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straight members. Some advisors believed membership difficulties result from 
students’ fear of being labeled lesbian or gay, students’ belief the groups are 
only for lesbians and gays, or students being too busy with other activities to 
join the GSA. 
How many members is enough? Survey data shows that forty-four 
percent of GSAs have ten or fewer members in attendance at a typical meeting. 
Only six percent of GSAs have over twenty students at a typical meeting. If so 
many GSAs have less than ten members at most meetings, is having a small 
GSA good enough? If a chess club has less than ten members does the 
advisor worry? Probably not. Why is it different for GSAs? 
Finding a convenient meeting time comprises about a quarter of the 
logistical challenges faced by GSAs. Advisors with GSAs that met after school 
complained that “no day is convenient for everybody” because so many 
students are involved with sports, drama, other school clubs, or after school 
jobs. One advisor noted, however, that it may be “a healthy sign” that GSA 
members are so involved in other types of activities. Advisors with GSAs that 
met during the school day were challenged because “our new block scheduling 
has very limited time for groups to get together” or because of barriers created 
by Time on Learning regulations. One GSA solved the meeting time dilemma 
by meeting over dinner in a local restaurant. Inconsistent attendance at 
meetings, named in eleven percent of surveys involved student reluctance or 
inability to attend meetings on a regular basis. One advisor reported that 
“sometimes nobody showed up for meetings." 
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A few survey responses mentioned that fear is connected with the 
challenge of attracting and retaining GSA members. At an advisor workshop 
advisors role played GSA members discussing why membership in their GSA 
has decreased. During this role play fear emerged as a significant deterrent to 
participation in a GSA. Advisors believed (a) students drop out for fear their 
friends will think they’re gay or lesbian, (b) students who can’t drive and fear 
telling their parents what kind of meeting they need a ride home from can’t 
attend meetings, (c) Lack of trust in the confidentiality within the GSA and (d) 
Lesbian and gay students sometimes avoid the GSA for fear being identified 
and physically attacked. 
During a different segment of the advisor workshop participants 
described the challenges faced by their GSAs. Fear again emerged as a factor 
that affects participation. An advisor who leads a GSA that is called a diversity 
club in his school advertised a field trip to see Ellen Degeneres when she 
appeared at the University of Massachusetts, but interested students were too 
afraid to sign up. Another advisor explained that her GSA planned a dance, but 
had to cancel it because students interested in attending told the advisor they 
wouldn’t attend because they were afraid of what would happen on the way 
home. 
Fear creates barriers that manifest as challenges such as attracting 
members, inconsistent meeting attendance, lack of administrative support, and 
community opposition. Several questions could be useful in dissecting the 
dynamics of fear: (a) What do different student constituencies within GSAs 
143 
fear? (b) What they believe constituencies outside GSAs fear? (c) How do 
people deal with fear? (d) What are the effects of acting in spite of fear? (e) 
How does fear impact the practical challenges named by advisors? And (f) 
What action steps could be taken to remove the barriers created by fear? 
2. Challenges from School and Community 
Advisors identified four challenges from the school and community faced 
by GSAs in 98/99. Of those challenges, a homophobic school culture was 
named thirty-four percent of the time and lack of support by administrators 
and/or teachers was named thirty-one percent of the time. A conservative 
community and gaining acceptance were both named as seventeen percent of 
the external challenges. 
One advisor said, “we still hear the words ‘so queer’ and ‘you’re gay’ and 
even some members of the faculty do not object to this.” Two advisors named 
harassment of GSA members as evidence of the homophobia in their schools. 
In one of those schools a student “opted for home tutoring” to escape the 
harassment. Another school struggled with “finding a way to prevent our 
posters from being marred by graffiti.” Another advisor wrote that “we had three 
reported gay bashings on campus. What bothers me much more is the ones 
that weren’t or that I didn’t hear about until months later.” 
Lack of support by teachers and/or administrators took the form of only 
“peripheral and not usually consistent” support or “insensitivity to the at-risk 
population.” One advisor said, “administrative support was very difficult to 
attain. We come from a very closed-minded small town where the attitude is 
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'there are no gay kids in am school’." Another advisor named the support- 
related challenge faced by the GSA as “fighting the uncomfortable liberals in 
the faculty - the ones who feel it’s fine and dandy that we exist, but don’t want us 
to do anything for fear that we’ll provoke a response from the right.” Yet another 
advisor wrote that lack of support came in the form of “inconsistent application of 
rules concerning homophobic comments. Some housemasters followed the 
school handbook regarding 'malicious ridicule’ and some didn’t. The GSA 
found that frustrating.” 
A pattern between GSA advisor reports of lack of support within the 
school and Department of Education/GLSEN concern about the role GSAs play 
in schools that suggests that some GSAs are given a limited niche in the school, 
but that resistance rises when the GSA wants to be treated like the rest of 
school clubs. Lack of support within school communities and resistance to 
treating GSAs like other clubs was reflected in two questions about where clubs 
are listed in schools. Advisors were given a list of possible sites for listing 
school clubs and asked to check all in which GSAs are listed and all in which 
other school clubs are listed. GSAs are listed in the same sites as other school 
clubs, but GSAs are included less frequently. 
Some advisors define opposition from conservative elements of the 
community in general terms. For example, one said “cultural and religious 
opposition of GLBT lifestyles” is a challenge while another named “occasional 
issues of conservatives in the community.” One GSA was challenged by “a 
particularly vituperative and loud parent in the community who believes we are 
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evil.” Another GSA was challenged by a Latino community that was “very 
resistant” to the issue of homosexuality. 
Gaining acceptance among “ALL students, teachers, administrators, 
parents, and community” was a challenge faced by some GSAs. One advisor 
named acceptance as both a challenge to and strength of the GSA. Another 
wrote, “we worked hard to make sure everything we did went by the rules, that 
we didn’t step on toes. It helped us gain respect from staff and students.” 
3. Challenges Within the GSA 
Although challenges related to internal dynamics were the least 
frequently named challenge, advisors tended to write the most detailed 
descriptions of this type of challenge. One possible reason for the longer 
answers is that internal challenges, when they occurred, triggered the most 
emotional response among advisors. Challenges around student leadership 
and group dynamics were named an equal amount of the time. 
Student leadership challenges centered on lack of organization and 
difficulty with follow through. One advisor wrote that “the group was immature 
and no one stood out as a leader so holding things together fell on the advisor.” 
Another advisor was faced with students who “were a challenging bunch 
because they were not organized or able to lead.” In another GSA "the biggest 
challenge” faced by the advisor was that 
students want change immediately. They have a difficult time going 
through the district policies and procedures, instead, they want change to 
take place without following these standards in place for everyone. 
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On surveys some advisors named challenges with group dynamics as 
“internal strife” or “confidentiality/boundary issues.” A gay advisor said it 
became a challenge to “keep discussions on GLBT issues and trying to avoid 
becoming a general support group and gossip circle.” Four advisors named the 
specific causes of the strife. In a GSA that “folded in the spring” there was “one 
member of the GSA who had come out the year before became pushy with 
those who still weren’t sure (pushy to the point of harassment). Internal issues 
became our downfall.” In one GSA “relationships between group members who 
have been romantically involved with each other” proved difficult. In another 
GSA an advisor reported “he said/she said issues arose when there was a lot of 
partner changing of lesbians.” In a group with three heterosexual, four 
questioning, and five LGB members and a bisexual advisor “a dominating 
homosexual presence” became a problem because “our group started 
excluding straight people. We talked about it and started to fix the problem.” 
In each of these cases lesbian or gay group members expressing their 
needs were perceived as disruptive. Perhaps it is a coincidence, but it is 
worrisome that three of the four advisors naming lesbians or gays as problems 
are identify as straight. The situations named in the previous paragraph are 
the only mentions of the challenge to balance the needs of straight and lesbian 
and gay students. The dearth of comments about this challenge suggests that 
most GSA advisors do not share the concerns expressed by interview 
participants. 
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The concern did surface during the advisor workshop indicating that 
some advisors are concerned about whether lesbian and gay members have 
their needs met. One advisor explained that in his GSA there is one lesbian 
member and several straight students. He described a situation in which the 
straight members “weren’t getting if and persisted in talking about their 
boyfriends. The advisor was upset by this situation because the lesbian “just 
slinked down in her seat” and obviously wasn’t getting what she needed. 
Another advisor said the student leaders of the GSA in her school “are strongly 
heterosexual and talk about it a lof so the advisor said she “became very 
directive and made it clear that the focus needed to be on GLB kids.” 
A small number of advisors named personal challenges they faced as 
advisors. Lack of funding of the role of advisor was a challenge for some. One 
advisor wrote, “lack of compensation to advisors for time put in. Club advising is 
not a ’duty’.” A new advisor wrote that inconsistency of advising challenged the 
GSA and reported that the group had no advisor until March. Another advising 
challenge was difficulties that arose between advisors who were sharing 
responsibility for the GSA. 
k, Conclusion 
The first GSA was formed in a private school in Massachusetts when two 
students asked their teacher for help forming a club to talk about homophobia. 
This model was adopted when the first statewide program for lesbian and gay 
students, the Safe Schools Program for Gay and Lesbian Students, was started 
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by the Governor's Commission for Gay and Lesbian Youth and the 
Massachusetts Department of Education. 
The original purposes of the SSGLSP were to provide support and safety 
for lesbian and gay students. GSAs are one component of the SSGLSP. GSAs 
fulfill the purposes of the SSGLSP by providing opportunities for support, social 
interaction, and education. Governor's Commission and Department of 
Education personnel interviewed for this study perceive that the outcomes of 
GSAs are replacing silence with visibility, replacing isolation with connection, 
making known the presence of lesbian and gay students in schools, providing 
opportunities for positive risk taking, challenging norms of silence, and 
contributing to a new vision for schools. 
There are several perceived strengths of the GSA model. Governor's 
Commission and Department of Education personnel perceive the strengths to 
be conceptualizing GSAs as support groups, including lesbian and gay and 
straight students in the support group, providing institutional support, 
encouraging students to speak out about issues facing lesbian and gay 
students, and taking action at the right time. Advisors perceived the strengths of 
GSAs to be the personal qualities of student members, consistency of meeting 
times, and the ability to persevere in spite of opposition. 
There are also several perceived challenges facing GSAs. Governor's 
Commission and Department of Education personnel perceive the challenges 
to be dealing with fear, meeting the needs of lesbian and gay students along 
with heterosexual students, balancing competing priorities, and meeting the 
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needs of underserved groups. Advisors named three logistical challenges 
facing GSAs: maintaining or increasing GSA membership, finding a convenient 
meeting time, and inconsistent meeting attendance. 
CHAPTER V 
DISCUSSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 
Results reported In chapter four indicate that students of different sexual 
orientations working in coalition on lesbian and gay issues is a powerful 
strength of GSAs. Yet, embedded within this strength is the challenge of 
balancing the differing needs of lesbian and gay youth with the needs of 
heterosexual youth as well as acknowledging and validating differences among 
lesbian and gay youth. These challenges are the focus of my discussion of the 
results of this study. This chapter includes a discussion of the contributions of 
Massachusetts GSAs as well as several questions about GSA raised by this 
study. 
A..,.Qc>n.tributions of Gay/Straight Alliances 
Perhaps the broadest accomplishment of gay/straight alliances in 
schools is captured in Quinn’s statement that “thousands and thousands of 
students have never known high school without a gay/straight alliance.” The 
movement to have a GSA in every school in Massachusetts impacts the general 
population of schools as well as individual lesbian and gay students because 
lesbian and gay people and their concerns are a part of everyday school life. 
Students in these schools see posters and bulletin boards with the words “gay” 
and “lesbian” used in positive ways. They see that GSAs participate in typical 
school club activities. The idea of being a straight ally and acting on these 
commitments is normalized. 
151 
The impact is spreading beyond the borders of Massachusetts because 
the GSA model is being utilized in schools nationwide. We do not know what 
the long-term effects of the visibility created by GSAs will be, but we can hope 
that this change in schools will encourage a cultural shift that can affect future 
public policy and laws as students grow into adulthood and become decision 
makers and voting citizens. The long-term effects of GSAs on the lives of 
lesbian and gay students is also unknown, but we can hope their lives will be 
safer and that they will be more empowered and self-confident. 
Gay/straight alliances (GSAs) impact the general school population in 
several ways: increasing the visibility of the issues faced by lesbian and gay 
students, challenging the norms of silence about homosexuality that have 
permeated schools for decades, and making known the presence of lesbian 
and gay students who have been invisible within the population of schools. 
Each of these outcomes has a normalizing effect on the issues facing lesbian 
and gay students. 
Results of this study indicate that GSAs support lesbian and gay students 
by replacing isolation with connection through interaction with other GSA 
members and supportive adults. GSAs also support lesbian and gay students 
by providing opportunities for moving through the adolescent development 
process. During the search for a personal identity adolescents need and seek 
out ways of understanding the self, affirmation by peers, and confirmation 
through rituals (Erikson, 1963). “Hanging out’, having discussions, planning 
events, and eating are activities that happen in most school clubs and activities. 
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For many youth joining school clubs and activities is part of the process of 
forming their personal identities and forming meaningful relationships with 
peers. In schools with GSAs lesbian and gay students now have the 
opportunity to join a club in which they know they are welcome. 
In 98/99, many GSAs sponsored typical adolescent events such as 
dances, movie nights, pizza parties, coffee houses, and concerts. Nurturing 
friendships, general school topics, and planning social events were among the 
most frequently discussed topics at GSA meetings. Each of these topics would 
be expected during the discussions in any school club or activity. Since GSAs 
involved many of the typical activities of school clubs they provided lesbian and 
gay students with opportunities to participate in typical school activities and to 
master the aspects of forming a personal identity that are relevant to all 
adolescents. This is an important contribution that should not be 
underestimated. 
Attaining affirmation by peers can be difficult for youth who are hiding 
their sexual orientation. Since GSAs welcome students of any sexual 
orientation even students who are hiding a lesbian or gay identity have a place 
to go where they can interact with and form meaningful relationships with other 
students. Being discovered to be lesbian or gay may carry less danger in a 
GSA because of the underlying assumption that it is okay to be lesbian or gay, 
but there is still the danger of being identified simply because of being a 
member of a GSA. 
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In addition to seeking affirmation from peers, lesbian and gay students 
must cope with rejection from peers who harass them or threaten violence. 
GSAs support individual lesbian or gay students through discussions about this 
possibility. Almost all GSAs talked about both topics at least occasionally and 
more than half talked frequently about both. In fact, how to deal with 
harassment was among the most frequently discussed topics in GSAs. This is a 
major contribution toward helping lesbian and gay students know their rights 
and how to respond when their rights are violated. 
According to Erickson (1963), participation in rites of passage can 
contribute to the formation of a personal identity. Formal rites of passage such 
as attending the prom or other special dances and informal rites of passage 
such as holding hands with a dating partner or flirting are usually closed to 
lesbian and gay youth. If they chose to participate in these events in spite of 
social norms against same-sex participation in these typical teen activities, it is 
usually with much tension and worry about safety. In addition, many GSAs 
participated in activities such as gay pride marches which may serve as a right 
of passage into the lesbian and gay community. Some GSAs participate in the 
Boston Alliance for Gay and Lesbian Youth (BAGLY) prom which serves as a 
replacement for the traditional high school prom. GSAs normalize these rites of 
passage for lesbian and gay students. 
Much of the support GSAs offer lesbian and gay students centers on the 
general adolescent development tasks described in the preceding paragraphs. 
GSAs also provide some support for the complex task of forming a lesbian or 
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gay identity. Unlearning stereotypes about lesbians and gays, creating norms 
not grounded in heterosexuality, and coming out to self and others are a few 
aspects of this task. Since more than half of the GSAs in the study frequently 
discussed myths and stereotypes about LGBT people as well as accurate 
information about LGBT people, many lesbian and gay students received 
support for unlearning stereotypes and myths. In addition, many GSAs invited 
lesbian or gay speakers to visit that may have provided some adult role models 
who contradict negative stereotypes. 
a -Overarching Questions About GSAs 
This study raised several questions about GSAs: (a) What is meant by 
support and for lesbian and gay students? (b) What is the role of student 
activism in GSAs? (c) What are the identity development needs of lesbian and 
gay students? (d) Are GSAs support groups? and (e) What is the appropriate 
role of GSAs within the SSGLSP? 
1. What is Meant bv Safety and Support for Lesbian and Gav Students? 
The results of this study indicate that the original purpose of GSAs was to 
provide support and safety within the school for lesbian and gay students, but 
the Governor's Commission and Department of Education definitions of support 
and safety were not specific. In the early years of the SSGLSP, vague 
definitions of support and safety were useful because they provided freedom to 
individual schools as they developed Safe Schools programs that were 
compatible with local situations. 
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However, the definitions of support and safety remain unclear. Each 
interviewee for this study had her or his own understanding of each of those 
concepts. Advisors indicated that GSAs were formed to provide support or 
safety for lesbian and gay students, but few indicated what they meant by 
support or safety. Although participants in this study believe that GSAs do 
provide support and safety for lesbian and gay students it is questionable 
whether these goals can be achieved without having clear definitions of safety 
and support. 
Clearly defining support and safety establish guideposts for the 
development of the next generation of school programs for lesbian and gay 
students. Many people now have several years of experience with GSAs and 
could contribute to realistic, practical definitions. We need to know what support 
and safety mean in the context of the SSGLSP as well as in GSAs. We need to 
evaluate safety and support and we cannot evaluate these concepts until they 
are clearly defined. 
Developing definitions of support and safety will require conscious 
choices about (a) the balance between educational and activist/political 
functions (b) the balance among support, social, and educational functions and 
(c) the level of support for the identity development process that can be 
appropriately provided by schools. It is probable that each GSA will make 
different choices and the choices will shift over time as the membership 
changes, but having clear guideposts can be useful tools for making decisions. 
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2. What is the Role of Activism in GSAs? 
Although framed as education by the Department of Education much of 
what participants described as education could be called activism. GSA 
activities such as speakers, videos, and discussions that focus on increasing 
the knowledge group members about issues facing lesbian and gay students 
are easily categorized as educational. However, activities such as educating 
others, increasing awareness of lesbian and gay issues in school, and 
advocating for affirmative resources in the library may cross the line into 
activism and social change. 
Student activism was one of the historical roots of GSAs as evidenced in 
efforts to pass the student non-discrimination law and may have resulted in 
early GSAs having a tendency to focus on education/activism. Activism may be 
an interesting goal for heterosexual allies because it provides the opportunity to 
help others and to challenge the establishment in a positive way. There is a 
danger, however, that focusing on activism may make the purpose of providing 
direct support for lesbian and gay students less interesting. 
The question is whether or not activism is developmentally appropriate 
for lesbian and gay adolescents? According to Cass (1979), becoming an 
activist does not occur until late in the gay identity development process. It is 
possible that Cass’ model is not applicable to today’s youth because they are 
coming out earlier than previous generations and in a completely different 
social context. However, O’Shea (1999) reported that young lesbian and gay 
adults experienced a process similar to that described by Cass. 
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Care must be taken to consider the question about whether activism 
through GSAs is developmental^ appropriate within the context of the needs of 
the current generation of lesbian and gay students, because their needs may be 
different than those of previous generations. Lesbian and gay adults involved 
with the SSGLSP must be careful not to project their needs onto youth based 
on their own school experiences and their own identity development process 
because they occurred in a different historical context than the one being 
experienced by today’s youth. 
3. What are the Identity Development Needs of Lesbian and Gav Students? 
Developmental stages for today’s lesbian and gay youth may not be 
different than earlier generations, but the stages can be moved through more 
quickly because of cultural changes and because support and resources are 
more available to today’s youth. Using a developmental model such as the one 
developed by Cass implies a “one size fits all" mindset, but each lesbian or gay 
person is different. Each goes through the stages at different rates and possibly 
in a different order. Some individuals will need more support and others less. 
Some of the lesbian and gay youth coming out today have the support of friends 
and family while others must cope with peer harassment and family rejection. 
Some are empowered by activism such as making public speeches and 
leading youth rallies while others struggle with shame. The developmental 
process for each individual is influenced by life experiences and by social 
identities other than sexual orientation. 
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Herdt and Boxer (1993) described four “cohorts" of lesbians and gays 
who came out during the twentieth century. The lesbian and gay adults 
currently involved with the SSGLSP typically came out in the context of Herdt 
and Boxer’s third or fourth historical cohort. Adults in the third cohort, which 
began in 1969, came out in a time in history marked by the American 
Psychiatric and Psychological Associations declassifying homosexuality as a 
disease. It was a time in which many lesbians and gays came out to each other, 
sometimes to friends and family, and rarely to employers. Adults in the fourth 
cohort, which began around 1983, came out in a time of politicalization of 
homosexuality. It was a time in which lesbians and gays expected that they 
would eventually come out to family, friends, and employers. 
Lesbian and gay youth involved with the SSGLSP may be part of a fifth 
cohort because, for the first time in history, they are coming out in a time in 
which visibility of lesbians and gays in schools and the support of heterosexual 
allies is becoming normalized and more accepted. Coming out in the context of 
these new expectations may result in fifth cohort lesbian and gay students 
defining support- and safety-related needs differently than previous cohorts. 
Are GSAs thrusting lesbian and gay students into activism that is 
developmentally inappropriate or is activism at an early stage of identity 
development becoming part of the definition of the fifth cohort? Until more is 
known about how lesbian and gay youth define their own needs, adults must 
avoid projecting their own experiences onto youth involved with the SSGLSP. 
159 
What level of support for the identity development process can be 
provided by GSAs? For GSAs in this study, social topics at the more personal 
end of the social continuum, such as dating, sex, and coming out were 
discussed infrequently. Perhaps there was a tendency to avoid personal topics 
because GSAs were not safe enough. Perhaps they are too personal for school 
or GSA advisors did not feel comfortable with these topics. However, these 
more personal topics could be of particular concern to lesbian and gay 
students. For example, dating is an important part of developing meaningful 
relationships during adolescence, but only twenty-two percent of GSAs talked 
frequently of same gender dating and thirty seven percent rarely or never 
discussed the topic; few GSAs discussed personal sexual ethics or safer sex 
techniques. Only two advisors mentioned same-sex dating in open-ended 
survey questions and both indicated it caused problems in their GSAs. Lesbian 
and gay youth received little explicit support for building meaningful dating 
relationships through GSAs. Discussions about personal sexual ethics could 
be helpful in addressing dating issues, but most GSAs (fifty nine percent) rarely 
or never touched upon it. In this time of rampant HIV infection using safer sex 
techniques could be literally be a life saver, particularly for young men who 
have sex with men, yet almost three quarters of GSAs rarely or never discussed 
safer sex techniques. 
The political complexity of discussing dating and sex with any student 
group, especially lesbian and gay students, is an important factor that probably 
limits GSA discussions of these topics. Adults involved with the SSGLSP walk 
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a fine line when trying to meet the needs of lesbian and gay students while not 
making Department of Education officials and politicians too nervous and not 
providing opponents of the SSGLSP with something to criticize. 
Since talking about dating is an important part of adolescence the 
importance of same-sex dating for lesbian and gay students is obvious. The 
need for discussing mixed sex dating may be less obvious. Some lesbian and 
gay students participate in heterosexual dating in an attempt to avoid being 
publicly identified as homosexual or as part normal teen experimentation with 
dating. Statistics on pregnancy reported in the 1997 Massachusetts Youth Risk 
Behavior Survey (Education, 1997) indicate that of lesbian, gay and bisexual 
students who reported being sexually active, thirty-seven percent of had been 
pregnant or impregnated someone while only fifteen percent of straight, 
sexually active students had been in the same situation. 
Ginsberg (1998b) reported that dealing with problems associated with 
the process of coming out were important to participants in high school-based 
support groups for lesbian and gay students. Deciding whether to come out is 
an important facet of understanding the self, once begun, the process continues 
in multiple settings yet GSAs in this study did few activities to explicitly address 
this task. Advisors reported no activities that directly supported lesbian and gay 
students in the coming out process. Coming out was discussed only 
occasionally in forty-seven percent of GSAs and rarely or never in forty-one 
percent of GSAs. 
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Decisions about the desirable balance between activism and direct 
support about or the depth of exploring personal discussion topics are best 
made by each GSA based on the needs and interests of members. However, it 
could be useful to provide GSA advisors with information about the 
developmental needs of lesbian and gay students so that those needs can be 
considered when decisions within each GSA are being made. The definition of 
support group is one aspect of the decision about the type of support to provide 
through a GSA. 
4. Are GSAs Support Groups? 
Given the preceding discussion, are GSAs really support groups? 
Conceptualizing GSAs as support groups was identified by interviewees as an 
important strength. Yet, that conceptualization appears to be inaccurate in that 
GSAs devote little time to providing support directly related to the issues upon 
which they were founded. Statistics indicating that lesbian and gay students 
are at greater risk for suicide or dropping out of school were an important part of 
the rationale used by the Massachusetts Board of Education recommendation 
that schools form GSAs. Statistics in the 1997 Youth Risk Behavior Survey 
(Education, 1997) indicated that when compared to heterosexual peers, 
students who identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual are five times more likely to 
have attempted suicide, seven times as likely to have required medical attention 
as a result of a suicide attempt, twice as likely to use tobacco, and five times as 
likely to use cocaine. 
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In spite of the staggering statistics used as the rationale for creating 
support groups called gay/straight alliances, GSA members seldom receive 
direct support for dealing with these risks. Warning signs of suicide, substance 
abuse, and reasons to stay in school are among the least frequently discussed 
topics in GSAs. There was no indication in the survey responses of events or 
activities to address these topics. Interview participants seemed comfortable 
with the notion of basing the rationale for the SSGLSP and GSAs on suicide 
prevention yet addressing the problem indirectly. David LaFontaine said 
suicide statistics were “needed to dramatize to the Board of Education why the 
Safe Schools Program was necessary.” He explained that the Governor's 
Commission believes suicide can be prevented by addressing “school climate 
and self-esteem issues." 
A second complexity of conceptualizing GSAs as support groups is that 
they include straight allies along with lesbian and gay students. In spite of the 
perception of respondents in this study that including lesbian, gay, and straight 
allies was a strength of GSAs, the model also presents challenges. No advisor 
mentioned the difficulty of balancing the differing needs of lesbian and gay and 
straight students. This indicates that there is an assumption that GSA members 
have common needs. Yet, interview data showed that some lesbian and gay 
students are frustrated when GSAs do not focus on them and their issues. 
Support groups, as described by Levy (1976) and Katz and Bender 
(1976), include members with a common problem or issue. One way to deal 
with this mixed social identity membership issue is to accept Quinn’s 
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explanation that “there is a shared problem that everyone who comes to a GSA 
has and that is homophobia. How we experience it varies.” However, the 
difference in how homophobia is experienced by lesbian and gay students and 
by heterosexual allies is precisely why lesbian and gay students are at greater 
risk for suicide, school drop out, substance abuse, and harassment. 
According to Katz and Bender (1976), support groups must choose 
between either personal or social change as a focus. However, support groups 
that utilize a feminist model provide support by maintaining a dual focus on 
personal and political change. In this model personal change is often used as a 
starting point so that the immediate needs of group members are met. Then, 
gradually, as consciousness grows about the social and political influences on 
people the group moves toward a political change. One way to apply this 
principle to GSAs is to (a) create personal change by providing support for 
lesbian and gay students as they deal with the added complexity of identity 
development as described earlier in this paper and (b) promote political 
change as a way of creating safety. Adopting a feminist model for GSAs could 
provide assistance with deciding on the balance among educational, social, 
and support functions for GSAs. A feminist model could remind those involved 
with GSAs that social change through activism is desirable, but personal 
change must not be lost in the process of encouraging activism. The feminist 
model that encompasses both personal and social change is the best model 
currently available, but it carries the problem that support groups in the feminist 
model include only women - the people disempowered by sexism. Finding a 
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way to deal with this issue is challenging. GSAs provide support for lesbian 
and gay students. However, the way they provide support is affected deeply by 
the presence of heterosexual allies. 
Val suggested that GSAs are actually “school clubs.” Perhaps the official 
language could be shifted by the Department of Education to call GSAs clubs. 
Doing so could make it difficult to utilize statistics about the health risks faced by 
lesbian and gay students as a rationale for offering GSAs in school. However, 
moving away from the at-risk label could provide support by helping people 
regard lesbian and gay students as youth of promise. 
To some people, raising the question of whether GSAs are support 
groups, clubs, or something else may seem like an exercise in semantics. 
However, how we categorize GSAs affects how we think about their purpose 
which, in turn, impacts decisions about the meaning of support and safety; the 
balance among educational, social, and support functions; and the balance 
between social change through activism versus personal change through 
support. Using the health risk rationale for GSAs allows supporters of lesbian 
and gay students to name a problem and to beginning working to ameliorate it, 
but not having a clear definition of support groups makes it difficult to know how 
to move beyond the steps being taken in the first generation of GSAs. Some 
lesbian and gay student needs are met by GSAs, but the issues for which they 
are most at-risk are not met by the club concept. Some lesbian and gay student 
needs could be better met in a student group that provides more support 
through personal, confidential discussion. 
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When considering whether GSAs should be redefined as clubs it would 
be useful to reevaluate the role of GSAs within the context of the SSGLSP. 
Because GSAs have become the central feature of the SSGLSP, we may be 
asking too much of this one strategy for making schools safe. Expectations of 
GSAs include making the school climate safer, educating others and GSA 
members, supporting at-risk lesbian and gay students, providing social 
activities, developing allies, and empowering lesbian and gay youth through 
activism. It may be helpful to define which expectations are realistic roles of a 
student club and which should be the responsibility of other components of the 
SSGLSP. 
5. What is the Appropriate Role of GSAs Within the SSGLSP? 
At the start of the SSGLSP it was expected that adults would carry the 
responsibility of the program. Administrators were to be responsible for policy 
modification and implementation. Staff were to be responsible for changing the 
climate of the school after being trained in suicide and violence prevention that 
including information about the issues facing lesbian and gay students. 
Personnel at the Department of Education and Governor's Commission were 
surprised when student activism emerged as the most visible component of the 
SSGLSP. However, adults recognized the power of the voice of students when 
student activism played a major role in the passage of the Gay and Lesbian 
Student Civil Rights Bill. So, when members of early GSAs voiced interest in 
activism through educating their school communities about homophobia adults 
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supported their interest. As a result, GSAs became the most prominent 
component of the SSGLSP. 
However, it is not desirable to have one aspect of the program being 
prom inant over the rest. First, a program is stronger when it involves multiple 
constituencies. Val stated that the SSGLSP and "the four recommendations 
were perfectly set up around constituencies” - based upon the 
recommendations administrators, teachers, and parents all were expected to 
play a role in supporting students. All three adult groups have been 
underutilized by the SSGLSP. Schools were expected to modify non¬ 
discrimination policies to include sexual orientation, but there was no 
expectation that the policies would include procedures for eliminating 
discrimination. Many schools implemented staff trainings, but these were 
usually one-time awareness trainings with little follow up. 
A by-product of the prominence of GSAs within the SSGLSP is that 
student groups have been given the implicit charge of reducing the risk of 
violence toward lesbian and gay students. This is a very difficult task that is 
beyond the purview of a student group. It is age-appropriate for high school 
students to engage in activism related to improving the climate of their school, 
but this daunting task must be shared with adults. 
One of the results of having GSAs rise to prominence is that funding for 
the SSGLSP is largely for GSAs. In 98/99, GSAs could apply to the Department 
of Education for grants of up to $3,000. That is a huge amount of money for a 
student group. Interviewees for this study indicated that many GSAs had a 
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difficult time spending their funds. Perhaps some of the funding should be 
earmarked for ongoing staff training and to address other components of the 
SSGLSP. 
It could also be useful to reconsider the funding priorities for GSAs. 
Some Department of Education and Governor's Commission personnel want a 
GSA in every high school while others recognize that existing GSAs need 
support in order to develop or maintain viability. There may be too few 
Department of Education and GLSEN staff members to support both efforts. 
Could funding priorities be shifted toward decreasing direct funding to GSAs 
and increasing staffing levels to give more direct support to GSAs? Of course, 
the political ramifications of such a shift would have to be considered since 
providing money to student clubs may be more politically acceptable than hiring 
staff. Twelve percent of advisors responding to the survey conducted for this 
project indicated that their GSA did not function at all in 98/99. Would that have 
been the case if GSA advisors and members had received more support from 
Department of Education or GLSEN staff? If funding priorities are not shifted is 
it reasonable to expect that staff members can help start GSAs then move on to 
start others without providing ongoing support to existing or new GSAs? 
C. Recommendations for Future Research 
A limitation of this study is that only the views of adults were solicited. 
Future research including youth is important because they are the consumers of 
the services provided by GSAs. 
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Next generation GSAs must identify ways to acknowledge and meet the 
needs of all student constituencies. To do this several questions need to be 
answered through future research: (a) What are the perspectives of lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgendered, questioning, and heterosexual students about 
safety and support needs or about activism and education? (b) What are the 
similarities among their perspectives? What are the differences? (c) How does 
GSA participation affect positive lesbian and gay identity development? The 
development of heterosexual allies? (d) What are the effects of GSAs on 
members after they leave high school? The answers to these questions could 
inform decisions about the definitions of safety and support within the SSGLSP 
and GSAs. 
Once these questions are answered a new set of questions will need to 
be answered, (a) Whose voice is heard in GSAs? (b) Who sets the agenda? 
(c) Do the voices of lesbian and gay students have as much legitimacy as the 
voices of straight allies? Why or why not? (d) How does the stage of lesbian 
and gay identity development affect membership in GSAs? (e) Are GSAs 
about helping lesbian and gay students fit into straight society more effectively 
or about transforming society into one that values everyone regardless of social 
identity group? and (f) How much support can a school actually offer lesbian 
and gay students or any other population of students with special needs? 
Future research is also needed with two groups of students who do not 
currently participate in GSAs: students of color of any sexual orientation and 
transgender students. Research could focus upon the following questions: (a) 
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Why do they stay away from GSAs? (b) Is there any way that GSAs could be of 
support to them? If not, is there some other venue that could be of support? 
D. Conclusion 
The intended outcome of GSAs as envisioned by the Department of 
Education and Governor's Commission was to provide a safe place where 
lesbian and gay students could get support. The actual outcomes are that 
silence about the issues facing lesbian and gay students has been replaced by 
visibility, the isolation that can accompany membership in a stigmatized group 
has been replaced with connection with supportive people, and that resiliency 
can be developed via positive risk taking through GSA activities. 
GSAs present a new model of mixed identity group activism, education, 
support, and social interaction. As such, they are an exciting new strategy for 
providing support for lesbian and gay youth and an important part of an overall 
program to make school safer for them. The first generation GSAs, as 
described in this study, demonstrate the power of student-centered 
programming. However, we also have much to learn about the most effective 
ways to integrate the needs and interests of lesbian, gay, and straight students 
in one group. Also, we need to learn how to better integrate GSAs into a more 
comprehensive SSGLSP in order to avoid allowing the weight of school 
change to rest primarily on student shoulders. Because of the controversial 
nature of addressing lesbian and gay issues in schools these efforts are made 
with one eye on the political climate and one eye on the goals of the program. 
Until addressing the needs of lesbian and gay students is seen as an integral 
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part of the school’s responsibility, efforts to meet their needs will probably be a 
compromise between what is best for lesbian and gay students and what is 
possible in the schools. 
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APPENDIX A 
INTERVIEW GUIDELINES FOR DOE/GLSEN/G OVER NOR’S COMMISSION 
1. What do you believe is the purpose of GSAs? 
• How do GSAs contribute to the purposes of the SSP ? 
• How does the creation of GSAs relate to the Board of Ed’s recommendation 
the other three recommendations? 
2. Has the purpose of GSAs shifted over time? How? Why? 
3. What have been the accomplishments of the SSPGLS? Of GSAs? 
4. The Dept of Ed says GSAs are support groups. What does support group 
mean to you? 
5. Support groups are usually for people with a common problem. GSAs 
aren't. What are the strengths in that? Weaknesses? 
6. How would you complete the phrase “GSAs are NOT ..." 
7. What do you think is helpful/not helpful about the guideline that GSA 
participants not come out? 
8. How would you describe the balance between political, social, educational, 
and support functions of GSAs? Is there a balance you believe is best? Why? 
9. What are the adolescent development needs of 
• LGB students? Transgendered? Questioning? 
• Heterosexual students? 
10. How do you hope GSAs meet the needs of each of those groups? 
11 .In what ways are your hopes being realized? 
12. How do GSAs contribute to violence-free school climates? 
13. What is the relationship between the private struggles of individual LGBT 
students and the public issue of struggling against homophobia? 
14. What challenges external to GSAs have arisen? Internal? 
15. What do you hope GSAs will be like in 10 years? 
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APPENDIX B 
INFORMED CONSENT LETTER/AGREEMENT TO PARTICIPATE 
Informed Consent for Dissertation Research Project Participation: 
Adults involved with DOE/Governor’s Commission 
Dear Participant: 
I am a graduate student in the School of Education at the University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst. I would like to invite you to participate in a research 
project about the purpose and functions of gay/straight alliances. 
Because of your position in the Department of Education or Governor’s 
Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth it may be difficult to protect your 
anonymity. I will not use your name, but because of the uniqueness and 
visibility of your position others might be able to identify you. You have a right 
to withdraw from the study any time up until December, 1999. At that point I will 
be in the writing process and will not be able to remove quotations from the 
document. 
This study will be shared with my dissertation committee and other 
appropriate members of the University of Massachusetts community. The 
dissertation which results from this work will be published in hard copy and 
microfiche which will be housed at the W.E.B. DuBois Library on campus. The 
data from this study also may be published in other forms or used in public 
presentations about gay/straight alliances and the Safe Schools Program. 
I appreciate you giving time to this study which will help me learn more 
about the purposes and functions of GSAs. If you have any questions, please 
feel free to call me at (413)527-1890. You may also contact my committee 
chairperson, Dr. Patricia Griffin at (413)545-0211. 
Thank you, 
Janice E. Doppler 
Please sign below if you are willing to participate in the dissertation research 
project as outlined above. 
Signature: __ Date: 
Print Name:_ 
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APPENDIX C 
SURVEY 
SURVEY OF GAY/STRAIGHT ALLIANCE ADVISORS 
IN MASSACHUSETTS FOR THE 98/99 SCHOOL YEAR 
The goal of this survey is to learn about gay/straight alliances during the 98/99 
school year. Information from all completed surveys will be reported as a conglomerate so 
your answers will remain completely anonymous. Please be as honest as possible. 
Completing this survey will take approximately twenty minutes. Once completed, 
return the survey to Janice Doppler at 120 Lovefield Street, Easthampton, MA 01027. 
For your convenience, a self-addressed, stamped envelope has been provided. Please 
return the survey by November 10, 1999. 
1. In 98/99, how often did your GSA meet? 
_a. once a week 
_b. once a month 
_c. 2 to 3 times monthly 
_d. 4+ times monthly 
2. In 98/99, where did the GSA usually meet? 
_a classroom 
_b. guidance office 
_c. general purpose room 
_d. GSA room 
_e. nurse’s office 
_ f. other _ 
3. In 98/99, how many GSA student members 
were 
_a female 
_b. male 
_c. transgendered 
4. To the best of your knowledge, how many 
GSA student members in 98/99 were 
_a bisexual 
_b. gay 
_c. lesbian 
_d. heterosexual 
_e. questioning 
_f. transgendered 
5. In 98/99, how many students attended a 
typical GSA meeting? 
_a 1-5 
_b. 6-10 
_c. 11-15 
_d. 16-20 
_e. 21-25 
_f. more than 25 
6. To the best of your knowledge, how many 
GSA student members in 98/99 were 
_a African American/Black 
_b. Arab 
_c. Asian/Pacific Islander 
_d. Latino(a) 
_e. Native American 
_ f. White 
7. In 98/99, what percentage of students do you 
estimate knew there was a GSA in your school? 
_a 76-100% 
_b. 51-75% 
_c. 26-50% 
_d. 1-25% 
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8. In 98/99, what percentage of staff do you 
estimate knew there was a GSA in your school? 
_a. 76-100% 
_b. 51-75% 
_c. 26-50% 
_d. 1-25% 
9. In 98/99, was disclosing sexual orientation 
in GSA meetings or other GSA-related activities 
_a. encouraged 
_b. discouraged 
_c. optional 
10. In 98/99, how did non-GSA members find 
out about the GSA and its activities? 
(Please check all that apply.) 
_a. loud speaker announcements 
_b. printed daily announcements 
_c. advertisement in school paper 
_d. word of mouth 
_e. posters in hallways 
_ f. other _ 
11. In 98/99, how was the GSA advisor paid? 
_a. school budget 
_b. Safe Schools grant 
_c. unpaid volunteer position 
12. In 98/99, where was the GSA listed? 
(Please check all that apply.) 
_a. yearbook 
_b. student handbook 
_c. school newspaper 
_d. orientation materials for new 
students 
_e. club fair 
_ f. other_ 
13. In 98/99, where were school clubs other than 
the GSA listed? 
(Please check all that apply.) 
_a. yearbook 
_b. student handbook 
_c. school newspaper 
_d. orientation materials for new 
students 
_e. club fair 
_ f. other_ 
14. Please describe the activities that occurred in GSA meetings during the 98/99 school year: (Examples: 
having discussions, hanging out, planning events) 
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15. Please describe the activities that GSA members carried out at school during the 98/99 school year: 
(Examples: holding educational or social events, hanging a diversity flag, putting up posters) 
16. Please describe the activities that GSA members participated in. as a group, awav from school during 
the 98/99 school year 
(Examples: attending DOE conferences, marches, events by other GSAs or having fun together 
playing sports or going to a concert as a GSA) 
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17. For the following list, circle the answer which most closely describes how often the 
following topics were discussed formally or informally at GSA meetings during the 98/99 
school year: 
a. Myths/stereotypes about GLBTs always frequently occasionally rarely never 
b. Accurate information about 
GLBT people 
always frequently occasionally rarely never 
c. Coming out stories always frequently occasionally rarely never 
d. Nurturing friendships always frequently occasionally rarely never 
e. Reasons to stay in school always frequently occasionally rarely never 
f. How to stop homophobia always frequently occasionally rarely never 
g. Why homophobia exists always frequently occasionally rarely never 
h. GLBT people in history always frequently occasionally rarely never 
I. Planning social activities always frequently occasionally rarely never 
j. Comparison of school experience 
of GLBT + straights 
always frequently occasionally rarely never 
k. General school topics always frequently occasionally rarely never 
1. Substance abuse always frequently occasionally rarely never 
m. Mixed gender dating always frequently occasionally rarely never 
n. Same gender dating always frequently occasionally rarely never 
o. Safer sex techniques always frequently occasionally rarely never 
p. How to deal with homophobia always frequently occasionally rarely never 
q. How to deal with threats always frequently occasionally rarely never 
r. How to deal with harassment always frequently occasionally rarely never 
s. Personal sexual ethics always frequently occasionally rarely never 
t. Warning signs of suicide always frequently occasionally rarely never 
u. Gender role expectations always frequently occasionally rarely never 
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18. Please list the 1-3 biggest strengths of your GSA in 98/99 and write a few sentences 
describing each: 
19. Please list the 1-3 biggest challenges faced by your GSA in 98/99 and write a few 
sentences describing each: 
20. Why was the GSA in your school formed? 
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Please write the answer to questions 21-23 on the line provided. 
21. What was your age at the end of the 98/99 school year? _ 
22. By the end of the 98/99 school year, how many years had you worked at your school?_ 
23. In 98/99, what was your professional role at your school?_ 
Please circle the best answer for questions 24-29. 
24. What school year was your GSA started? 93/94 94/95 95/96 96/97 97/98 98/99 
25. How many years have you been a GSA advisor? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
26. What is your gender? Female Male Transgendered 
27. How do you identify yourself? Bisexual Lesbian Gay Questioning Straight Transgender 
28. What is the student population of your school? 
Under 750 750-1500 1501-2250 2251-3000 3001 or more 
29. What grades are in your school? (Circle all that apply) 
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
A small number of advisors may be invited to participate in interviews about gay/straight alliances. 
Pseudonyms will be used in the written report of this study to protect the confidentiality of interviewees. 
If you may be willing to participate in an interview lasting 30-60 minutes please tell me your name and 
school. If contacted for an interview you will have a chance to accept or decline the interview. 
Name School 
********** 
Once completed, return the survey to Janice Doppler at 120 Lovefield Street, 
Easthampton, MA 01027. For your convenience, a self-addressed, stamped envelope 
has been provided. Please return the survey by October 29, 1999. 
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